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Introduction
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As a member of the Lee Honors College at Western Michigan University I am
required to complete a Thesis before graduation. Several programs on campus have a
Senior Capstone project that can also serve as their Honors Thesis. My major, Art
Education, is one of the few programs without a required capstone project, so my
Honors Thesis could be anything I wanted it to be. With only my own creativity and
resources as limits, I chose to use my honors thesis as an opportunity to travel to India.
India seemed unique and unlike the American culture I had grown so
accustomed. My first thought was simply to arrive in India and backpack through the
country for a month. When I remembered that Iʼd be traveling alone, I thought that it
might be safer for me to stay in one location, where I could then immerse myself in the
small townʼs culture. Through research I discovered volunteering abroad, which places
volunteers with a host family in a city in need of extra help. I chose to work with children
in a daycare, since I have previous experience in that field and hope to become a
teacher upon graduation. The daycare was located in the Indian town of McLeod Ganj,
Himachal Pradesh, which coincidentally was the location of the exiled Tibetan
Government. The volunteer agency also placed me with a Tibetan host family who
would provide food and shelter for the entire trip.
After all of my travel plans had been set a large question still remained: What
would I submit to my Honors Thesis committee? Would it be a formal research paper
comparing American and Indian Culture? With only a month to spend in India I didnʼt
feel it was possible for me to make accurate arguments about the diverse culture.
Would I use my studio art background to create a series of paintings, sculptures, or
photos focusing on the visually unique street scenes? I was very interested in this idea
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but after spending the month abroad, I felt that there was so much I wanted to say that
art in any medium might be too vague.
I finally decided to write a narrative explaining my month in India. While it reads
like a journal, its chapters are inspired by experiences that provided me the most insight
rather than a traditional diary which is arranged in chronological order. I thought that it
should focus on the struggles I faced, insights gained, and experiences that brought
success. While the narrative has its differences from a traditional journal it also has
some similarities, such as a focus on the nuances of everyday life. I found these
differences exposed the most helpful insights; ones I could call on for the rest of my life.
I adjusted my original idea to create a large independent photo series and
included photos in each chapter to enhance the prose. As a future educator I know that
the more senses I involve in a lesson, the more likely my students will retain the
information and visual learners, like myself, may have trouble reading 100 pages.
Framing each chapter with two photos helps add a visual element for the reader to
relate to the prose. I also felt it was necessary to include photos because India is an
astoundingly beautiful place. It is full of sights that are unlike anything found in Western
societies and it would have been a shame to purposefully exclude photos when they
excite a readerʼs natural curiosity.
To simply begin a chapter with a photo would have certainly intrigued the viewer,
but it would not have given them any insight into the events leading to each individual
photo. As one reads this narrative they will begin by viewing a photo that is related to
the following chapter. A caption will sit below the photo to explain the relevance to the
chapter as well as the thought process behind the artistic nuances of the imageʼs
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composition; an art student couldnʼt talk about a photo without explaining its purpose.
The chapter will follow the caption and will revolve around a certain event or experience
that provided particularly meaningful insight, which I will also explain in this section.
Another photo will bookend the prose with a caption of its own to explain its relevance.
My purpose for writing these 100 pages about the month I spent in India is to show the
reader what being an American means in the context of Indian Culture. It is meant to
explain how naive and globally unaware I truly was despite the research I had done
prior to my trip; I was constantly surprised by slight differences in everyday life. The tone
of the narrative is complete and sometimes embarrassing honesty. My goal was to tell
the reader my honest experience so they can accurately judge their own comfort with
each event and hopefully will decide the insights gained are worth the temporary
discomfort.
This project is not solely my own but exists because of the generosity of others.
First, I have to thank Scott Friesner for being my writing coach for two and a half years,
encouraging me to write the unthinkable 100+ pages, and spending the same amount of
time as me toiling with this document; without your dedication and honesty this project
would not exist.
When I first conceived this project I met with Dr. Nicholas Andreadis who not only
encouraged me to pursue this life changing experience but with the help of the Lee
Honors College was able to help support it financially. For both I am extremely grateful.
Dr. Christina Chin has been a constant source of positivity, motivation, and
advice throughout this thesis process. Writing this narrative without the journal Dr. Chin
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advised me to keep with me at all times while abroad would have been nearly
impossible and I am so appreciative of your help.
I have to thank my friends and family for their love and support; Mom, Dad, Sam,
Vince, Grandpa Al, all of my Aunts, Uncles, cousins, Justin, Meredith, Marley and Taylor.
Theyʼve supported me financially and emotionally my whole life but I never would have
mustered the guts to go through with this solo trip without knowing they were cheering
me on. Thank you for the well wishes, generosity, and love youʼve given me everyday all
my life.
Finally, I have to thank my Grandma Olga for being the inspiration for this
narrative. Whenever Iʼve been lost, her voice, hugs, and home have served as the
touchstone which reminded me that all would be well. Itʼs nice to know that even after
sheʼs passed, her memory continues to give me that sense of security.
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Motherʼs Day
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On Motherʼs Day in 2011, I said goodbye to my beloved Grandma Olga for the
last time. Her death was unexpected, as she had quicker wit than most 20 year-olds,
was extremely mobile and as healthy as we thought an 82 year-old could be. My
paternal grandmother passed away before I was born, so I was aware of how precious
and rare a relationship with a Grandmother was, even as a young child. I remember
taking every opportunity to get to know and enjoy the company of my Grandma Olga,
which made us extremely close.
She was a role-model not only because she was the family matriarch, but
because she was a genuinely respectable woman. Completely open-minded, curious,
eager to learn, thoughtful and honest; all traits I would be flattered to have describe me.
Observant and careful, she would always remember our conversations and frequently
remind me of things I had forgotten I was interested in. “Hereʼs an article that predicts
Detroitʼs comeback.” “I found a great Bob Dylan quote that I thought youʼd like.” “I knew
you were coming to visit so I stocked up on strawberries, grapes and cucumbers. Help
yourself.” She was a source of support and no matter what she felt about something,
she loved to listen to my opinion and appreciated me for who I was, even at my worst.
In need of a distraction from the wakeʼs overwhelming feeling of loss, most in
attendance seized any opportunity to change the subject. Word quickly spread that I
was due to leave for India in just three weeks and what was a sad day, full of loss,
became masked by a series uncomfortable and forced questions. After guests paid their
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respects to my grandmother and spoke to my aunts and uncles, they would often find
themselves talking to me.
I had been planning my trip to India since my Geography class, two years ago. In
somewhat of a sophomore slump, I used that class as a chance to daydream about
living in the exotic cities we were studying. One particularly frustrating day, I decided I
wanted to go to a country where the problems that consumed my life didnʼt exist. It had
to be far away, have a different climate, and I wanted to experience being a minority.
Several countries seemed interesting, including Vietnam, Guatemala, and South Africa,
but I was excited about and drawn to the multiple religions practiced in India. Hindus,
Buddhists, Jains, Sikhs, Catholics, and Muslims all inhabited the overpopulated country
and had done so for centuries. Our countryʼs media was claiming there to be a “War on
Christmas”, a notion I found absolutely ridiculous, so I wanted to be submerged in a
culture that was truly accepting of all these multiple coexisting religions. Two years later,
I had solidified my travel plans and chose to make my trip abroad the subject of my
Honors College Senior Thesis, a completely independent project that can be submitted
in any format; prose, projects, art or performance. Nerves and stress, both talents I
inherited from my Grandma Olga, seemed like normal responses to the anticipation of
my first ever solo trip to a foreign country, but with only a month before departure my life
was thrown an actual problem, unlike the non-problems I had been trying to escape.
Now I wanted to meditate on what my Grandma had meant to me, feel the appropriate
amount of loss, and celebrate the life she had lived, but I was being distracted by my
“escape”.
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Most people were genuinely curious and asked, “Why on earth would you travel
to India alone? And for a month? Now that just seems like far too long.” These
questions forced me defend myself, which required my professional and prepared
response, “This volunteer trip to India will not only be the inspiration for my senior
honors thesis but will also be an eye-opening experience that will allow me to realize
how lucky I am to have the life I do.” To this several people replied, “But for a vacation?
India is so busy and dirty! How would you even be able to relax, let alone enjoy yourself
amongst the filth?” The task then became explaining how my trip was much different
than a vacation. “To me a vacation is a trip that was planned with the intention to be
relaxing, even lazy. This trip, on the other hand, is a volunteer travel experience. I
planned it with the intention that it will be a learning experience and undoubtedly a
struggle at times.” People still shrugged their shoulders and dismissed this notion often
saying, “Well, if you must go make sure you come back in one piece.”
A day that was meant to be devoted to lost love, family and heavy emotions was
transformed into a debate defending my life choices. Emptiness and sadness turned to
anger and stress which left me stubborn, reassuring myself that I had made the right,
mature and open-minded decision. After three days of this constant questioning I felt
ready to depart for India. I had something to prove; this trip would be successful, Iʼd
learn a lot and be safe.
Because my trip to India was the dominant topic of discussion, I was unable to
spend those days properly mourning, reflecting on our time together and attempting to
contemplate how life would be different without her guidance. The weeks that followed
were filled with preparation, packing and tying up loose ends with little space to think
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about my Grandmother. Once I boarded the plane for India, each experience was new
and required my full concentration. During the discomfort, sometimes danger, of my new
experiences I often felt a sense of calm as if I knew everything was ultimately going to
be alright. Each event put life into a new perspective and ultimately made me question
and define my spirituality and mortality. It nearly took four weeks for me to realize this
calming sensation was my subconscious digesting my Grandmotherʼs death. When I
was forced to interact with the unknown I sought solace in the idea that my
Grandmother was watching over me. For the first time I was outside my culture, without
even the most remote acquaintance, and independent of the people and things that
once defined me. This left me with an excellent environment to learn about myself and
my true beliefs.
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Detroit Metro Airport

11

Once I saw the sign pointing us towards Detroit Metro Airport, I began to panic.
My stomach was in knots, and I was crying behind the safety of my sunglasses so my
parents wouldnʼt see, and starting to look back on my life, as if I was about to die. Even
amidst the tears I knew that I was overreacting, but a fear of the unknown and the lack
of control I would have over the next month overwhelmed me. The road trips I took as a
child to Canada had not prepared me the way that I had convinced myself months
earlier. I wanted to jump out of the car, return the scholarship money and curl up in my
bed at home. For one cowardly moment I even contemplated openly crying in hopes
that my parents might come to the rescue and insist I did not have to go.
Finally, as I hopped out of the car with my parents, realizing there was no way
out, I calmed myself down. We entered the airport and I waited in line for my boarding
pass while my parents sat at a bench nearby. Inching closer and closer to the register,
my neuroses took over as I thought of every possible problem that could occur in the
next month. As the woman called me to the counter, I snapped back to reality, trying to
shake the visible tension and distress from my face while forcing as confident a smile as
I could muster. Handing her my bags and my flight confirmation, I felt my control transfer
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to her hands. Although it was up to her if my bags arrived at my destination, the pilot
determined whether or not I tragically died at sea. Even worse, the next month would be
governed by a new set of social rules to which I had not yet been introduced.
“Youʼre going to India, huh?” and just as it registered that I was by myself, she
added, “Alone?”, provoking me to think about my situation and heightening my anxiety. I
thought, “She must be asking because a 21 year old traveling to India by herself is
absolutely reckless.” I knew deep down that it was not, but my pessimistically panicked
mindset could not be shaken. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Iʼm volunteering at a
daycare center and itʼs for a school project.” She smiled, “Oh! Very cool, what a sweet
thing to do, ” and handing me my boarding pass, wished me luck.
I walked towards my parents with teary eyes and a sting in my throat. I reminded
myself that it was only a month, that I had gone several months without seeing them
before, and, although this was going to be the farthest apart we had ever been, that
everything would be fine. They saw my tears, laughed in a loving way, and tried to
lighten the mood: “What are you crying about, sweetie? Youʼre going to be just fine and
you know it.” Their words helped but as we hugged goodbye, I reverted back to my
infantile clingy self and hugged them until they nearly forced me to go through security.
Clearly, the first time a person travels internationally by themselves is grounds for a bit
of a teary goodbye, but this was more than a few tears. Looking back, I can honestly
say that I was convinced that I was going to die at some point on this trip. I realized that
I was not quite the optimist I claim and hope to be and I could even begin to label
myself, in that moment, as an overreacting mess.
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After successfully boarding the plane without any tears, I chose to attempt to be
outgoing with whoever sat next to me. Normally I do not talk to people on planes, which
relates to my constant need to know that Iʼm not bothering anyone. Itʼs something Iʼve
developed over the years, possibly an insecurity, but the idea that Iʼm “bothering”
someone else who wants to be quiet and do their own thing makes me uncomfortable.
Although I was expecting to be the youngest person on the plane traveling by
themselves, I was very quickly proven wrong when an eighteen year old boy sat in the
seat next to mine. Jake, a recent graduate from high school, had traveled internationally
several times, making it very clear that I had indeed been overreacting. He was going to
spend the next three months in France, looking for cities where heʼd like to study abroad
while living with three separate French families who didnʼt speak any English. I was
never one to call things fate, but at that moment Jakeʼs unknowing and subtle
encouragement seemed like it had been drafted by the writer of a story. I no longer felt
that I had any grounds to be scared about my trip. He was going to be abroad much
longer than me and his trip was completely exploratory, unlike mine which was arranged
through an organization. He was only eighteen while I was twenty-one. For the rest of
the flight I stopped picturing my tragic nightmare death “crash into the Atlantic” and
focused on how excited I was to be independent and doing something new. I also
focused on trying to work the extravagant personal television system on the back of the
seat in front of me. I had never been on an eight hour long flight and that experience in
itself was going to be as new as this trip.
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I shot this photo on a tripod prior to my trip. I played no part in the arrangement or poses, other
than my own, only reminding them that the self-timer takes 10 seconds. Once the viewer is told
that this photo’s pose was not planned but a product of our closeness, they can begin to
understand how tightly-knit my family is and why I had such a difficult departure. This photo
also allows the viewer to form their own impression of my American lifestyle, since the “family
photo” is commonplace in American households.
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Amsterdam
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This photo was taken as a form of documentation, not artistic expression. I wanted to
showcase the differences and similarities of the famous and highly-recognizable CocaCola “Diet Coke” can. Its text is clearly different, the mouth of the can is different but it
is very easily recognizable as Coca-Cola. The straightforward layout of this image allows
the differences to pop out to the viewer, all while presenting the information in a format
which is familiar to allow for easy recognition. Also, the mere fact that this photo exists,
that I felt it necessary to take a photo of a Coke can, shows how interesting I found this
shared delicacy.
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After a sleepless eight hour flight, I landed in Amsterdam with only an hour to find
my gate. On my way, I passed a shop that resembled a typical American corner
convenience store.
I stopped to admire the strange snacks and beautiful packaging and began to
wonder if they would take my American money. I was surprised to see that many of the
items for sale were the same things I could find in an 7-11 in America. I thought, “They
have Coke here, too! I know what that is!” I bought some gummy bears, laughed at the
abnormally giant warning stickers on the cigarettes (“Smoking Kills”) and calmly found
my place in line. I think stopping at that shop, with its familiar products, put me back in
my comfort zone and enabled me to experience Amsterdam in a relatively normal state
of mind. However, I found it quite sad to discover that Coke had that much power over
my sense of comfort.
I boarded my plane and found myself sitting in the Luxury Coach section, which
simply means I had more leg room. This accidental upgrade provided me with a new
sense of positivity. I remembered that even though unexpected things will happen while
Iʼm abroad, some of these unexpected things will be good, like this accidental seat
upgrade.
On long flights, Iʼve learned there is typically a screen that shows the planeʼs
location on a map. During my second flight I focused on that plane and felt a giant
sense of accomplishment every time the plane moved a little bit closer to Delhi. At one
point, I looked up and we were directly over Pakistan. Iʼm not sure why, but suddenly I
felt adventurous. Pakistan is a real country but the way I used to talk about it, in classes
and referring to the news, made it seem like a hypothetical and metaphorical place. I
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was flying over Pakistan. With that thought running through my head, I kept feeling
strengthened. I recognized that I wasnʼt going to be in America for the next month, but I
finally felt fully excited about the possibilities and adventures that lay ahead of me.
However, adding another eight hours of flying with the excitement of being adventurous
meant that I did not sleep a wink over a total of 37 hours. The first hard-learned lesson
of this trip was that I do not function properly, if at all, after 37 sleepless hours.
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The focal point of this image is the sign reading, “Smoking can cause a slow and painful
death”. It focuses on a small difference between American and Dutch culture, one that in
a way, reflects the small differences between all Western cultures. America cigarettes
have warning labels on them as well, but much smaller and convoluted, where this Dutch
label is very clear, bold, and right to the point.
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Delhi
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Immediately the viewer’s eye is drawn to the larger than life mural at the end of
the hallway. The diagonal lines where the ceiling, wall and floor meet direct the
eye to brightly colored wall. At first glace, the viewer is so caught up on the
beatiful woman in traditional Indian clothing, they don’t notice that this is the
enterance to a women’s bathroom. It gives the viewer an example of how even the
bathroom entrance was mesmerising and vastly different from anything I had seen
back in America.
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Before making my way to McLeod Ganj, I had to wait twelve hours at the Delhi
Airport for my domestic flight. My half-day in Delhi did not provide the same calming
experience that Amsterdam had just hours earlier. After arriving I had to find my way to
customs to get my passport stamped, which I had never done before. I walked down a
few hallways and when I couldnʼt find a sign for customs I began to worry. I looked
around and the only people I could find were Airport Security guards carrying AK47s. I
was not accustomed to seeing such an intimidating weapon, let alone 6 of them being
worn as casually as womenʼs purses. I kept walking in confusing concentric circles
around the airport instead of seeking help from men who were completely capable of
providing directions. Due to my fear of guns, I had unfair stereotypes about men
carrying AK47s. Instead of thinking these security guards were simply doing their jobs, I
felt they might be more hostile and unwilling to help. In the moment I bDalai Lamad it on
being tired, but I do believe that my inability to do the logical thing and ask the security
guards for help stemmed from subconscious stereotypes that had been formed
throughout my life.
In my delicate state, after believing I was going to die 20 hours earlier, realizing
the magnitude of my travel somewhere over Pakistan, staying awake for 37 hours
straight, and being unable to locate customs for 20 minutes, I slowly became flustered.
In a whimpering voice, making sure that I was not anywhere near the barrel of his gun, I
asked one of the security guards where I could find customs. He kindly pointed me in
the right direction while simultaneously laughing to himself about my outfit.
I had researched India before I began planning the details of my trip and every
guidebook I came across told the reader to wear very modest clothing. They were
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explicit that if one dresses in Western clothing, natives will take it as a form of offense
which could lead to difficultly in being accepted. I knew I wanted the parents whose
children I was caring for to trust me and thought that dressing modestly and similar to
the parents would be both considerate and necessary. So prior to my trip I purchased
what, based on what the guidebook described and images I had seen on the internet, I
thought was close to typical Indian attire. I wore a white menʼs undershirt tucked into a
long purple skirt that dragged on the floor and would get trapped under my rolling
suitcase whenever I walked. At that moment I was not yet convinced that I looked
ridiculous; I assumed that the guard was just used to seeing a lot of western clothes
since he worked at a large international airport.
I didnʼt have the address of my host family when I went through customs, which
proved to be a bit of an obstacle. I thought I was going to be sent back home for not
having the proper documentation but the customs employee helped me somewhat
fudge my way through; I gave him the city Iʼd be staying in and he figured out the rest. I
was thankful for the help and my sleepy self was allowed to exit the airport.
After several failed attempts at using my cell phone to call home, I cracked under
the stress of not being able to talk to my parents. Whenever I was stressed on the
flights I told myself, “No worries. Youʼll be in Delhi for twelve hours. You can talk it out
with Mom, Dad or Justin then.” I began sobbing and walking around the front of the
airport in search of help. Not only did my outfit, skin color and height make me stand
out, but now I was crying like a tired toddler as I walked back and forth looking for a
phone. A man sporting a Vodafone jacket made eye contact with me and my problems
were solved. He brought me to one of his pay phones, dialed, and I was relieved to hear
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a dial-tone followed by a ring. I spoke to my parents, and my boyfriend and even
connected to the Internet. I discovered that once I had some sort of comfortable
communication back in my life, and then a shower at the “Shower ʻn Go”, I was
transformed back to my normal self. I was embarrassed by how pathetic I had acted for
the first 20 hours of my trip, but I think most people would agree that I was running on
empty with high expectations that couldnʼt possibly be met. Months ago, when I would
daydream about my trip, I would think about the children at the daycare, the food, and
the interesting people I would meet, but not once had I considered how difficult 30 hours
of traveling would be on my mind and body. It was a tough experience in itself and
although I had not handled it appropriately, I was proud for changing my negative
attitude before it framed the rest of my experiences abroad.
After twelve hours, I boarded a 20 passenger plane and was flying over the
Himalayas towards Mcleod Ganj. I read for most of the flight but every five minutes or
so I would peek out the window to see the mountains. They were so close while making
it seem as though we were driving across the country. The excitement I had felt while
writing proposals and applying for scholarships rushed back into my system and I
reclaimed the “take things as they come” attitude. It became very apparent to me that
the success of this trip depended completely on me. Since I wanted to have a great
experience, I realized I would have to drop my expectations and see what came my
way. I was learning that if a person wants to enjoy time abroad, a “take things as they
come” attitude is necessary, because otherwise, theyʼll resemble a toddler the entire
time.
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While I was unable to navigate the airport, it was due to my own paranoia, anxiety and sleep
deprivation. Once I began to rest and regain my sanity, I had the ability to take photos of my
surroundings at the Delhi Airport. This photo represents the feeling of anxiety in a new place
as well as conveying the sleep deprivation I was feeling. The bright reflections and sliding
glass doors confuse the eye and almost exactly replicate what I was seeing in my confused
state. The subject matter paired with the “Way Out” sign above the exit show how clearly
labled things were but also my deepest desires in my panicked state. I wanted nothing more
than to find a way back home, a way out of completing my trip and subconsiously, must have
chosen this particular sign out of the thousands I saw because of this hidden message.
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Dharamsala
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This photo is very cluttered, but the background is mostly dark which contrasts with the
subject of the photo: the white cars. However, the overwhelming amount of objects filling the
photo give the viewer a sense of danger, since cars, the subject, are rarely this congested and
haphazardly thrown together. I wanted to take a photo that embodied how congested and
unsafe my first ride in India felt. The roads were full with just as many animals and people as
there were cars.
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I stepped off the tiny plane and looked around at the dusty driveway-sized
runway on which we had just landed. Surrounded by giant green mountains, in 110
degree heat, it did not resemble any runway I had ever seen. I walked into an equally
tiny airport that was smaller than my elementary school gymnasium, grabbed my bags
and walked to the man holding a sign that read, “Welcome, Nora Tkac.” Smiling, I said,
“Hello! Iʼm Nora Tkac.” Grabbing my bags, he replied with silence, and gestured me to
follow him as he walked quickly towards a parking lot. We reached a truck, which I
towered over, and in very broken English the man asked, “Front? Back?” I chose to sit
in the front seat because I didnʼt want to be rude. I thought if I sat in the back I would
offend my coordinator, plus I thought it would be nice to get to know him. As I entered
the truck, he handed me a phone and said, “It Dawa. Talk.” Since Dawa was my
coordinatorʼs name, it became apparent he had sent a taxi to pick me up. I was with the
driver; Dawa told me that we would meet in McLeod Ganj where heʼd be waiting to pick
me up and bring me to my host family. I felt relieved to know that my coordinator really
did exist. I had planned this trip independently, which involved finding a volunteer
program, researching its legitimacy and raising money to pay for the program fees, all of
which I did over the internet. It was nice to know that the program was responsible and
the promise of a coordinator who would act as my mentor throughout the trip was being
kept.
I reached to buckle myself in only to find that the seat belt was completely locked
in place. As I struggled for a bit, the driver said, “No problem.” While I took this as “No
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problem, I can fix it. It always sticks like that,” really he was saying, “No problem, you
wonʼt be needing a seat belt. Iʼm a safe driver.” Iʼm a very strict seatbelt wearer, so I
nervously grabbed the door handle, which I realized was pulling off of the door without
much force at all. He quickly jerked the car in reverse, pulled forward and we begun our
bumpy, frightening, “Welcome to India” ride.
The honking seemed to begin before we even turned the car on. I had been
warned about the incessant honking but I thought all the stories had been
exaggerations. I was wrong. He would honk, I would flinch and weʼd avoid hitting cars
by mere inches. We wove between an entire herd of cows while simultaneously
avoiding an elderly couple walking on the road at what I imagined to be at least 35mph.
Obviously, the driver was skilled at what Iʼll call Indian driving and that was the reason
for our survival, not my naive attempts at controlling the car with my mind. Soon the
honking became rhythmic and I looked at the constant swerving as dancing, at least
until we reached the mountain and began to climb higher and higher.
We would come to a complete 180 degree turn and simultaneously be forced to
climb a hill steeper than any Iʼve driven in the United States before. All the while, the
roads gradually changed from one lane partially paved roads to dirt pathways to roads
as narrow as sidewalks and paved with gravel, grass and mud. Every few minutes I kept
thinking we had to be nearing our destination because it did not seem possible to keep
driving up these roads. As the roads narrowed, the closer we got to “cliff-like” drop offs
just inches from the road, all of which had absolutely no guard rails. I began to worry
that we were going to see a car fall off the side of the mountain or worse, our car would
topple off the cliff after swerving to miss hitting a herd of cows. As I began to worry
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about the mild possibility of plummeting to my death in the Himilayas, a series of cars
with red flags honked and drove past us on a sharp bend. My driver was still and said to
himself, “His Holiness the Dalai Lama. This is best day of my life.” Grasping that we had
driven right by the Dalai Lama, I felt a calm wash over me and decided that if the roads
were good enough for him then surely I had no reason to complain. I knew Dharamsala
was his exiled home but I had not dreamed that I would ever cross paths with the Dalai
Lama, let alone on my first day in the city.
After 40 eventful minutes and 16 kilometers, we arrived at my city, McLeod Ganj.
Instead of driving up a driveway and unpacking, like I had imagined, I was dropped off
on the side of the road with my bags, and the truck sped away. Another man, who was
not my coordinator, grabbed my big 40 pound bag and told me to follow him. We began
walking up a staircase made of stone and concrete that had been worn down over
several monsoon seasons. Following the shape of the steps were all sorts of leaking
tubes of water tied to a concrete wall with torn pieces of fabric. We took a dirt path
behind a building that led to another set of steps. I felt so guilty because at this point he
set my heavy bag down to take a break. I had no idea how long our journey from the
street would be until I got to the house. I supposed that after traveling for over 36 hours
I could wait for a few more flights of stairs to finally arrive at my destination. After six
flights of windy steps that took eight minutes to ascend, I had finally made it to the
house. The view from my bedroom window was incredible and well worth the money,
planning, stress and anticipation involved in arriving there.
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This photo was taken while in a state of awe. Finally at my final destination, I was able to relax
and take in the beauty that was majestically presented to me. In this photo, I tried to frame the
mountain on with the window pane and a few trees to show that I was looking from the inside of
my bedroom. As important as the mountain is in this photo, the window pane is equally important
because it references the idea that this was an extension of my new home. I also wanted to show
that I was living higher up on the already high mountain.
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McLeod Ganj
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The brightly colored pasta pops off the pale background. The gooey cheese, familiar
penne pasta and Italian red sauce remind the viewer of a typical spaghetti dinner at home.
When the viewer is told that this photo was taken in India, they may have the realization
that the country is not as exotic and unfamiliar as it seems; no matter how different there
will always be something familiar.

34

After marveling at the beautiful view of the Himalayas I quickly noticed the
differences in the house I would be living in for the next month and the homes I was
used to seeing in America. To enter the house there was a metal gate which opened
directly to four steps leading down to a small fenced in porch. The porch butted up
against the apartment next door and was framed out by my host familyʼs exterior and an
iron fence that looked over the cliff the house sat on. As I followed the man carrying my
bags to a second gate leading to my bedroom, I noticed a giant hole in the flooring
which opened up to the cliff. It was at least three feet wide and I could just picture
myself falling down the mountain if I wasnʼt paying full attention to where I was walking.
The difference in Indian and American building codes was visibly evident and I could not
begin to fathom how the electricity and plumbing was set up.
We entered an iron gate that led us down an enclosed hallway that took us to my
bedroom door. Upon entering, I promptly tripped over one of the three mattresses lying
on the floor. Two of the mattresses had suitcases unpacked and personal objects
strewn about them. A 40 year old American man named Michael, and a 20 year old girl,
Ariel, sat upon the beds. The beds were not the typical sized beds I had seen in houses
before; they reminded me of cot mattresses I slept on when I went to camp as a child.
Based on the design of the bedding, they appeared to be from the early 1990s and
featured several stains and small tears that had been mended. Since I had prepared
myself for a month of living in a hut, I was surprised by the television sitting in the corner
of the room. Above the television hung a poster of the Dalai Lama with a white satin
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scarf draped over the top of it creating a frame. It was so different from anything I had
ever seen. People in America donʼt tend to place photos of their spiritual or political
leaders in their homes anymore. Along with showing my host familyʼs devotion to the
Dalai Lama it quickly made me realize that I was living with Tibetans, not Indians.
Michael and Ariel welcomed me and we politely small talked. While we greeted
each other, they explained that because my coordinator had been busy giving them a
tour of the town earlier that day, he could not meet me to bring me to the house. Dawaʼs
friend, the man who had carried my bags up the stairs, opened a door in our bedroom,
opposite the one I had entered, that led to the kitchen. I only managed to get a quick
glimpse of the kitchen before the door swung shut, but I saw a mattress similar to the
one Iʼd be using, lying on the floor covered in wrinkled blankets. What could a mattress
possibly be doing in the kitchen? Did someone sleep on that bed?
Dawaʼs friend waltzed in as if he lived there and I could see and hear him yelling
in Tibetan to a young Indian boy. I wasnʼt sure what was going on, but soon the young
boy brought me a small glass full of chai and a few crackers. Prior to departing for India,
my travel nurse warned me of all the diseases commonly contracted by American
tourists while visiting India. This knowledge had made me too paranoid to eat the food
so I said thank you and explained that I was just not thirsty. As he nodded while I spoke,
I began to suspect that he might not understand English. He left the chai and went back
to the kitchen.
I continued talking to Michael and Ariel, who mentioned that the tour of the house
would consist of showing me the bathroom. My heart began to race as I neared the
door. I had heard horror stories about squat toilets from other Americans who had
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traveled through India. My Aunt Linda had explained that several of the toilets she came
across while in India were essentially holes in the ground, that they were impossible to
keep clean, and several of them made her physically ill. As Michael opened the door to
the bathroom in what seemed to be slow motion, I saw the sink first, which looked
exactly like a sink at home, except the faucet had become loose from the porcelain bowl
and was sitting on a 45 degree angle. I stepped inside the completely tiled room and
saw the most glorious western toilet I had ever seen, mostly because it was a plain old
everyday American toilet. It is embarrassing to think of how many minute things I had
spent unnecessary amounts of energy worrying about prior to my trip. Even if my host
family had a squat toilet, getting accustomed to a new bathroom routine would only take
a few days before it seemed normal. I didnʼt realize how much energy I had devoted to
the uncontrollable; the plane crashing, the car falling off the mountain and now my host
family having a squat toilet.
I began to unpack when a young Tibetan man walked into the room from the
kitchen. It was Dawa, my coordinator, wearing jeans and a Tommy Hilfiger T-shirt. He
pulled out an iPhone, checked the time and said, “Hello, Nora, I Dawa. I so sorry I late.
You see, I was very dirty from showing Michael and Ariel the city, so I decide to take
shower before I come here.” “Why did he have an iPhone?” I wondered. The presence
of an iPhone made me question whether or not India was as poverty stricken as I had
thought, but I quickly remembered that there is a middle and upper class as well, just
like any country, since the classes are all relative.
He explained to me that I was living with his sister, her husband and their son,
and that none of them were home at the moment because they were shopping. Now I

37

was incredibly confused because Dawa was clearly Tibetan, the boy that brought me
chai was Indian, and Dawa had told me my host family was also Tibetan. Who was this
boy? He looked to be about nine years old and I was curious to know why he was at the
house. I had watched the documentary Born Into Brothels before I left for India so I
didnʼt think it would be too unlikely that he was their servant, but I told myself that this
was wildly stereotypical for me to think. I chose not to ask but to wait for the answer to
reveal itself.
I thought Iʼd be social, despite my exhaustion, and join Michael and Ariel for
dinner in the city. I was excited to see the city and didnʼt want to put it off any longer. I
had already waited 40 hours to get here, but I was awake and I might as well stay
awake for another hour.
We walked down all six winding staircases and finally were on the street. It was
about 7pm and starting to get dark, but I noticed that there were no sidewalks in sight,
as I was constantly reminded of by cars zooming by honking their horns. Although the
walk seemed to take an hour, we finally arrived at the Main Chowk, which is what the
townspeople call their town square. The signs featured a mix of Hindi, Tibetan and
English. Shop owners with goods set up on tables and in store fronts in western looking
buildings. I even saw a coffee shop called, “Cafe Coffee Day” which is the Indian
version of Starbucks. Of all things, we decided to go to a place called “Jimmyʼs Italian”. I
couldnʼt believe I had come all the way to India to eat Italian food. I felt better about my
newfound clinginess to all things familiar; it was Michael and Arielʼs second day in India
and they had chosen the most American restaurant in the Chowk. Michael and Ariel
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helped me realize there is no shame in seeking familiarity, although I had hopes of
trying new things once I rested.
Worried about food poisoning, I made sure to order something I knew would be
completely safe. This restaurant offered something called a pasta bake, which meant
they baked the pasta with cheese inside the bowl it was being served in. I was positive
the baking would kill the germs in the food and on the bowl so I ordered it. But the
ordering process was so different. They dropped off the menus and gave us a piece of
paper and a pencil. We wrote down what we wanted and walked our order back to the
register. Then we waited.
We waited for over 40 minutes. I thought the entire dinner would only take 40
minutes and, as it turned out, that was all that I had left in my batteries. I began falling
asleep at the table. Poor Michael and Ariel kept chatting with me and I would flap my
eyelids, trying to force them to stay open. I leaned back in my chair, tilted my head back
and fell asleep for 15 minutes until they finally brought out our food. We ate our Indian
Italian food, walked home and I passed out at 8:40. Finally, some 20-30 hours overdue,
I was able to sleep.
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This was the busy downtown that I was going to call home for the next month. When taking
this photo I tried to capture the congested street scene in relation to the beautiful mountain
setting where it existed. The big black wire acts as a device that creates depth and movement in
the photo, since the shops seem to create a flat congested pile of buildings against a faded
mountain in the distance. I like this photo and think that it gives viewers a great deal of insight
into the atmosphere of living, working and commuting in a third world city.
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In this photo, I tried to show the humor in this mundane activity. Our host mom made two
loaves of bread for two girls each morning, along with a liter of chai tea and hard boiled
eggs. The overwhelming amount of toast flowing over the edges of the plates, along with
its repeated placement throughout, creates humor in the image. I chose to take the photo
partially zoomed in, to emphasize the bread’s size and presence.
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Sunlight washing across my face acted as a comforting and dreamlike wake-up
call, reminding me of the lazy summers of my childhood. Laying in bed and enjoying the
familiar warmth of the sun, I nearly forgot I was thousands of miles away from home. I
was quickly reminded of my surroundings when a monkey jumped through a porch
window, threw the hanging clothes down the mountain and squealed with delight. Most
of the clothing was caught by the trees, so the view changed from beautiful mountains
and trees to fictional plants which grew an assortment of underpants and t-shirts. Ariel
woke within minutes of the arrival of the mischievous monkey and we both began our
day at 4:30 in the morning.
At 8 am Dolm brought us a breakfast fit for a family of eight. She brought us 20
pieces of toast, two liters of chai, a bunch of bananas and four hard boiled eggs. We
didnʼt want to offend her and her cooking abilities, so we attempted to eat it all, which
took an entire hour. The day before Dawa had told me to be ready by 9am because he
was going to show us our volunteer placement. We had both signed up to work in an
Indian daycare center while Michael had a placement in Bir, a nearby city, and had
already left by the time I woke up. We started getting antsy waiting for Dawa to take us
to our placement. Soon 9:30 passed, then 10:00, and finally at 10:30 he showed up and
without acknowledging his tardiness, took us down the stairs to the street. We walked
through a series of tight alleys and eventually arrived at the back of an extremely dirty
building. Dawa said, “Go down the hallway and sign up. Do not say you are with
agency. Do not say IVHQ. Say you are just traveling.” Looking down the hallway, which
was dark, I saw nothing that identified any of the doors as the daycare center. I turned
around and bumped into an elderly Indian man who was wearing a dirty shirt, smoking
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and wringing out some laundry. I asked him, “Is this a daycare center?” He stared
blankly at me for a moment, quietly tried to explain to me in Hindi that he did not
understand me and continued wringing out clothes.
I looked at Ariel, who was equally confused, and we turned back to ask Dawa
what he had meant, but he was gone. We walked up to the street and he was nowhere
to be found. We went back down to the dark hallway and waited for a half hour, just in
case something would suddenly stand out as being part of a daycare center. Then Ariel
remembered that she had his phone number. We called Dawa, who had just stepped
out of the shower, and he said that he would be there in 30 minutes to show us where to
go. I thought two things. First, that it was ridiculous for our coordinator to barely show us
where to go to sign up on our own, especially when he gets paid to organize our
volunteering jobs. And secondly, why is he always late because of a shower?
Ariel and I stood watching a cow eat some grass for about 45 minutes before
Dawa showed up. He walked right to the Indian man who was doing laundry and spoke
with him in another language. I couldnʼt tell if it was Hindi or Tibetan, but either way they
understood each other, and Dawa said, “You have to walk down these stairs then up
stairs around the corner.” He wouldnʼt go near the corner and refused to walk us to the
door. It all seemed very strange, but what did I know? This was my first time in another
country and also my first time volunteering on my own through an agency. This could be
exactly how it works and I was guilty of high expectations.
We went to the daycare centerʼs door, knocked and four babies greeted us. They
all had shaved heads, wore bandanas around their necks and were adorable. A woman
in an apron quickly scolded them in Tibetan for opening the door and kindly greeted us
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and before bringing us to her office. Her name was Choden. In very broken English, and
with the help of make-shift sign language, we understood each other, signed volunteer
forms and agreed upon our volunteer dates. She never asked us if we were volunteers
with an agency or if we were just traveling, so I did not feel the need to say anything.
She then sat us down at a very outdated computer and had us watch a youtube
video as part of our training. Once she had it loaded, she pressed play and left to watch
after the babies again. The video was surprisingly well done, had impressive graphics
and was very informative. It explained that we would be playing with babies, assisting in
changing diapers, and cleaning the floor and bathrooms. We would be required to wear
an apron that they provided and in our aprons we were always to have a Kleenex for
wiping the babiesʼ noses. The video also showed footage of a woman sweeping the
ground with something that looked like an oddly shaped paint brush. The bristles were
about two feet long and pointed; the handle was about a foot long and as thick as the
bristles. I was nervous that while volunteering Iʼd be asked to sweep and wouldnʼt know
how to operate the broom. Choden told us earlier that we would be starting the next day
at 9 am, and after only seven minutes of training the video ended and we let ourselves
out of the office.
Earlier Dawa had instructed us to meet him at noon at the “host family,” what he
called our home, so we could be brought to our next volunteer job. Not expecting to be
doing anything but volunteering with children at a daycare center, I was a little nervous
to see what he had prepared for us and interested to see if heʼd be on time. Instead of
meeting us at the “host family” he told Dolm to have us meet him at a restaurant down
the street. We trekked back down the winding mountain staircase and met at a
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restaurant called “My Restaurant”. It was smaller than my bedroom. The kitchen was
barely large enough to be a shower and the tables were larger than the doorway. Dawa
greeted us and ordered us lunch. I watched the woman prepare our “Veg” Lo Mein.
Instead of calling things vegetarian, all of the menus in McLeod Ganj were labeled “Veg”
and “NonVeg”. She was quick and skilled. Nervously watching her prepare our food I
was convinced she would chop a finger off, since the restaurant only had a little bit of
light coming through the tiny window, but she proved my nerves wrong.
Dawa then asked if we liked “Do”. I had no idea what he meant. I didnʼt want to
accept something, not like it and offend someone for not drinking it. I was hesitant and
Dawaʼs explanation didnʼt help,“Itʼs like water but yellow.” Just then the cook pulled one
from a tiny fridge and I saw that it was a glass bottled Mountain Dew. I was an idiot.
Why did I think that India, one of the most populated countries, had never heard of the
super corporation Pepsi Co.? Of course they had Mountain Dew. I accepted, drank, ate
and paid for my delicious meal, which totaled 50 rupees or one American Dollar. I was
astounded, but only for a second, because Dawa began explaining our second
placement.
When I signed up to travel halfway across the world and volunteer, I had
specifically picked a childcare program. There were others to choose from, such as
teaching English, medical care, rebuilding in areas of devastation, and woman
empowerment, but I chose childcare. Dawa then explained that these requests were
really just a suggestion that lets the volunteer coordinators know oneʼs preference. In
actuality, volunteers do whatever is needed in that particular city. With that being said,
he instructed us to meet at two separate monasteries after working at the daycare and
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teach English to Tibetan Monks. I had never seen a monk, was not particularly religious
and fairly shy when meeting people. I was not confident in my English teaching abilities
and knew absolutely no Tibetan.
I took my shoes off, added them to the pile outside the door and entered my first
class through a dirty bed sheet draped over a crooked doorframe. It was a composition
class held for Tibetan Political Prisoners. It was completely dark, and there were no
lights in the classroom, which was purely lit by three windows. Students were sitting on
the floor, most of them draped in burgundy robes, and it seemed as though they all
simultaneously turned, saw me and began shouting, “Teacher! Teacher! Come sit by
me!” They would grab pillows for me to sit on and place them right by their sides. I
joined the group closest to the door, so I wouldnʼt trek through the maze of students. I
was so relieved that they were welcoming and I realized that wherever you go, a smiling
face and welcoming attitude can calm the nerves of even the most nervous person.
It was also relieving to see another teacher walk in the door and lead the class
discussion. Dawa had left out a lot of information about this particular class. The school
was run by an organization called Learning and Ideas for Tibet (LIT), and holds classes
on a daily basis where a teacher guides the flow of the class and picks a discussion
topic each day. My job was to be one of the several volunteers who check studentsʼ
work to make sure they are on the right track and to help correct their English. In reality,
it was a lot less stressful than I had anticipated it to be based on the information Dawa
had provided.
The topic for that particular class was simply “The Army”. Three questions were
written on the board about Armies in relation to the Tibet/China controversy. It made me
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feel like a closed-minded, selfish American to hear the instant buzz and passionate
chatter, all in loud broken English, commence as soon as the questions were written on
the board; I had nothing to say.
Due to the irregular students to teacher groupings in the classroom, I had found
myself assisting nine students, while other teachers had one-on-one groups. The
students would write their answers in a notebook and pass it to me, then Iʼd correct it,
and explain what needed to be fixed. I was shocked at how smoothly it went, how
understanding and open they were to constructive criticism, and how eager these
students were to learn about using English correctly. This class, because of my lack of
knowledge about Tibet, was also a learning experience for me. In response to, “What
would you do if you were in the Army?”, one student passionately answered, “If I were
army I would save Tibet and take freedom from the Red China.” There were spelling
errors and a few grammatical errors to fix, but my students demonstrated how
passionate the Tibetans are about their homeland. I donʼt think I had heard someone
refer to China as “Red China” in my life; I thought that was a Cold War term. I had seen
“Free Tibet” bumper stickers but I had never fully realized what they entailed; my
students live in exile every day. This first composition class was an absolutely
necessary eye-opening experience for me. I had come to India to learn as much as I
could, ostensibly about Indian culture, but I wasnʼt even going to be exposed to that. I
was going to be interacting daily with people who, despite the years they have been
living in McLeod Ganj, still refuse to call it home.
At the end of the class I felt so accomplished. I made it through the entire class,
felt that I had actually helped someone and learned a great deal about Tibet in just an
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hour. Although this was precisely what I had envisioned myself doing, I never knew that
I would actually have the opportunity. I stood up to leave but was stopped by my
students who thanked me for sharing my knowledge with them, and, therefore, bettering
their lives. Not once have I left a classroom and thought to thank the teacher for the
lesson, and I consider myself a fairly good, respectful student. I have teachers who are
college trained, state certified and paid full time to give these lessons; professionals. I
was a 21 year-old girl that had none of these qualifications and was thanked repetitively
by all of the people I spoke to. I was blown away by their perspective and appreciation
for education.
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The impressive piles of Pepsi crates that were supplying the restaurant “My Restaurant”
with soda. The repeating Pepsi logo reinforces the idea that this originally American soda
was not a rarity in India and was actually quite common. When the viewer looks at this
image they will recognize the familiar soda logo but will also notice the glass bottles in
which the soda is being distributed. They may question the time period of the image since
it’s been decades since soda in America has been sold in glass bottles. I believe the glass
bottles change the familiar sight of Pepsi cartons just enough to make the viewer curious
and hopefully attempt to relate to the image.
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This photo may confuse an American viewer at first, as this is not an image they may normally
see. It is a shrine to the Dalai Lama that was hanging in my host family’s home. A similar shrine
could be found in every building in McLeod Gang and until my students explained their love for
the Dalai Lama and loyalty towards Tibet, I didn’t appreciate their beauty. The uniqueness of the
subject draws the viewer’s attention but the odd white scarf surrounding the frame, called a Khata,
adds to the curiosity of the already peculiar photo.
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I then wandered up to the monastery across the street and, again, was greeted
by smiling faces; they had a chair waiting for me and immediately called me “Teacher.”
Here the situation was much different from the composition class. There was no
assigned teacher who led discussion, but rather a handful of volunteers who each sat in
a group with around 5 students. After a relatively successful morning, my nerves were at
ease and I felt excited. I had a group of 6 students who all smiled and had nearly fluent
English.
I began discussion by asking a few basic questions that I thought would be easy
for a beginning English speaker; “What is your name?”, “Are you from McLeod Ganj?”,
“What do you like to do in your free time?”. The students were quick to answer and had
no problems with their English, which was not what I was expecting. I thought that they
would answer and Iʼd have to correct all of their sentences and teach them new words
along the way. I had anticipated that my three questions would take the entire hour to
properly answer and understand. After my previous class, I really had no reason to have
such low expectations but I guess whenever Iʼm put in a new situation, I plan for the
worst.
Honestly, it is funny how wrong I was, because as we talked, I realized that some
of them probably spoke using better grammar than I did, and most of what we talked
about was much deeper than any conversation Iʼve had. We talked about the
differences between America and India, which was fairly superficial; foods, clothing,
cars, etc. We switched subjects and dove deeper until I was asked, “What is change?”
One monk, with a child-like smile, asked me that doozy of a question. At first I just
responded with an explanation of the definition of change. He laughed at me, as did the
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other 5 in the group, and said, “Is it? What is change?” I was baffled. I thought that the
definition of the word would suffice, but he wanted me to go deeper. I laughed and
asked if I could have a few minutes to think about it. Of course, they consented but they
all stared at me while I thought about change. What did he mean? All of these thoughts
ran through my head. Change is what takes place when something is no longer the
same as it once was. Does that even make sense? Thatʼs too easy, that canʼt be it.
What is change? At a certain point the word “change” didnʼt even sound the way it
normally did. It sounded foreign and I was confused. The monk smiled and laughed at
me. He kept questioning me, trying to guide me towards the right answer, if there was
one, and I continued to be perplexed. Then it hit me that this group of students thinks
about things like this on a daily basis. The monks meditate on questions like this every
single day, and he was trying to get my American, easily distracted mind to think about
something deeply for what he thought (and rightly so) the first time in my life.
By the time I had a partially coherent answer, it was 5pm and class was over. We
walked off in the same direction, but not before they all thanked me for my conversation
and knowledge. I was sure to thank them, since it was the first time I felt my mind
working like that since I can remember. We walked up the road, giggling about my lack
of an answer and the monk who asked the change question asked, “Will you be
teaching tomorrow?”. I said that I would and he told me, “Keep thinking about change
and we will discuss it tomorrow.” He had given me homework, not that it wasnʼt going to
haunt my thoughts anyway, but I loved how mutual learning was natural to their culture.
He had something to offer and was not at all hesitant to share it with me, because he
knew it would help me. I knew that I was going to learn more that I could have ever
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expected in the next four weeks, especially when it came to daily interactions with the
townspeople.
One of the first tasks I had to accomplish in McLeod Ganj, a task really just for
my own comfort, was to activate a cell phone. I walked down Jogibara Road aimlessly,
passing by several “Aircell” and “Vodaphone” shops. All were just fine, but I think I was
scared to accomplish this by myself, especially something as binding and potentially
expensive as purchasing a phone.
Settling on the fourth Vodaphone shop I walked down uneven, cement stairs to a
muggy, mildewy store. There were three desks, a couch and a computer that seemed to
be from 1995 crammed into a space as big as my bedroom in America. Two men sat
behind different desks and the younger of the two asked me to sit on the couch and wait
for assistance. A woman was visiting with the younger man; they spoke in Hindi and she
left. The man asked me to “please, sit at his desk” and began to small talk. After 10
minutes of discussion unrelated to my current task, I passive aggressively pulled out my
inactivated cell phone, hoping he would change the subject so I wouldnʼt have to cut
him off.
My weak attempt at confronting the problem at hand worked, and he immediately
asked for a copy of my passport, visa and three copies of my passport photos. Why
would he need any of that? What purpose would any of that serve in activating a cell
phone? I had been warned about the excessive use of visa and passport copies when
conducting business in India; my Aunt and Uncle had recently taken a trip there and
given me a few tips prior to my trip. I had copies of my passport and visa but did not
have any copies of my passport photo and asked if it was really necessary. The
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shopkeeper, who spoke fluent English, danced around the issue and said that it was for
security, to verify that I was the person using the phone. I accepted this answer and
didnʼt question him, again to not be rude, and he told me that I could have photos taken
later that day and drop them off tomorrow. I left, thanked the man for his great service
and said that I would be back the next day with three photos. He said, a very popular
phrase, “No problem” as I left for the photo shop. I had passport photos taken on my
way home.
The next morning I went to give the Vodaphone man the three photos he
requested. I dropped them off and the man thanked me, but said that he would actually
need three more photos. He had said only three were necessary yesterday, so I was
confused by this sudden change. Why would six photos be the magic number for
security purposes? I didnʼt understand why they needed any in the first place. I obliged
simply to ensure I would have a working cell phone that would connect me to the people
who brought me comfort. My students later explained that the shop owner was either
teasing me and I did not catch on, or he was hoping to ask later for more money from
me. There was so much about this culture that I had left to learn, I appreciated having
my students to interpret what othersʼ actions, as well as my own, meant to the people of
McLeod Ganj.
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This photo represents how chaotic not only finding the correct service provider was, but also
symbolically represents the chaos of the appointment itself. It’s easy to see the signs for “Airtel” and
“Vodafone” but there is a clear obstacle in the way of getting there, an obstacle which is dangerous
and could potentially harm a person crossing the street. The obstacle I faced with the phone
company could potentially be dangerous as well, since passport photos as well as copies of both my
passport and visa could lead to forms of identity theft or fraud.
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This photo is hopeful and positive. While the close observer will notice that the curtains and
old ragged bed sheets, they will also notice the happy children’s crafts hanging across the
space which is decorated with children in mind. It has fun posters on the door, the floor is
not concrete or hardwood, but soft linoleum which is designed for children. The tape on the
floor creates lines which lead to the curtains, where the eye then chooses to follow the string
of art projects either left or right. The photo was taken at my eye level which may cause the
viewer to feel as though they are in the room instead of merely looking at an image.
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The Day Care Center floor offered several plastic mats that were printed to look
like hardwood. The curtains were raggedy scraps of fabric that didnʼt stretch the length
of the window and there were odds and ends furniture scattered throughout the room.
Several people in town had told me that this was the best daycare center in the entire
state, yet even the most well-run and professional daycare around had no electricity. I
was worried for these children; in America it would be right to worry about a daycare
without overhead lights and no running water, but in India I was overreacting. Everyone
in this town spoke so highly of the daycare and would be extremely happy to send their
children there.
The staff consisted of five Tibetan women between the ages of 20-30 who were
friendly and spoke very little English. They left the talking to Choden,the woman that
had given us our orientation the day before. She introduced us to the other volunteers
and then told us to play with the children. This was the moment I had been waiting for,
since it was the only concrete detail I had known about my trip for months. I picked up
the most adorable baby and we began to build with a stack of colorful legos. Within
seconds of beginning a Lego house a crying baby bumped into me with his walker. Out
of instinct, my attention shifted to the crying baby as I tried to cheer him up. He quickly
stopped crying and pointed around the room at things on the walls that he wanted to
touch. We looked at the different holes in the walls and he grabbed an alphabet poster
from the back of the door a few times but we only had a minute or two before all the
children and volunteers were asked to make a circle.
All of the babies circled up and were surprisingly well-behaved for being under
three years old. Out of the 35 children only four were fidgeting or not sitting in the circle.
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I was impressed by their behavior but I quickly learned that the staff were not. They
went around the room and, while yelling in Tibetan, would lightly hit the children and
physically sit them down on their bottoms, facing the proper way. I was shocked to see
a woman who was not the parent of these children hit them and do so without any
hesitation. I noticed that none of the other staff members, or even the children, were
phased by the incident. Even the little girl who was misbehaving was smiling, but
instead of standing in the corner she was sitting with the group. She had completely
responded to the physical correction and was now participating with the group. This
type of discipline was normal here. I would have to accept it, and while I definitely was
not going to practice it, I did not think it was my place to tell these women to stop lightly
spanking children in the first hour I was there.
At this point I was still holding the little boy from before. He was too young to sit
up on his own and I thought that holding him was the logical thing to do. As the staff
members made sure children were seated properly in the circle, Choden grabbed the
baby from my lap and told me, “He cries and donʼt hold him. Self soothe.” The first part
seemed backwards to me but once I deciphered the broken English and watched him
for a while I realized she meant that, “He always cries and weʼre trying to get him to self
soothe, so please donʼt hold him.” Self soothe? Thatʼs a phrase that Iʼm sure Iʼve read in
my human development books at school!
Choden led the group in Tibetan and instructed them in a sing-a-long. All of that
work for sing-a-long time. Able to recognize the tunes of several of the songs, I chose to
hum along so as not to confuse the students with my English. After Tibetan “Row, Row,
Row Your Boat” Choden began singing the Alphabet in English. These children and

61

women understood a lot more than I was giving them credit for, and these adults
understood child development. First the monks had shown me how much education is
valued in this culture and then today I was reminded again by the sing-a-long. I was
impressed by the daycare; although some methods were not to my liking, I could see
that they sincerely did want to improve the childrenʼs lives.
The rest of the day involved playing with blocks, puzzles and toy cars but before
we knew it, nap time was upon us. I had envisioned nap time consisting of singing
lullabies in Tibetan, rocking the smaller children to sleep and reminding the older ones
to close their eyes. The staff had the volunteers put five large mattress pads on the
floor and lay the children down on them as close together as possible. All 35 children
were a bit wiggly but for the most part they seemed to know the drill and most of them
closed their eyes and went to sleep. There were about 10 who were not tired and laid
on the mats squirming about, trying to get out of nap time. I looked to one of the staff
members for help, not sure how they wanted me to handle the situation, and I was
shocked by her response. She gave the toddler a quick pat on the arm and began softly
and repetitively patting the babyʼs forehead. Seeing all of the squirmy babies being
patted on the head I joined in to be helpful. Every so often one of the staff members
would say, “Mee tsung”, which I quickly learned means, “Close your eyes”. Nap time
was much different than I could have ever expected it to be, but when I thought about it,
as I was patting a child on the forehead, it was a lot like patting a childʼs back while
rocking them to sleep. When you pat a childʼs back it gives them a rhythm to think about
and they gently fall asleep. The women took that concept and applied it to the forehead
because, as I was patting a childʼs head, I noticed the soft pats make them blink their
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eyes, causing them to fall asleep much more quickly. It was enlightening to see the
purpose in something that had previously seemed wrong to me. As I left the daycare
that afternoon, I vowed to view the rest of my trip through that very same lens.

As different as the daycare was to my own experiences with American daycares, there were a
lot of similarities; the intentions of the staff, the children’s curiosity and the abundance of
toys. This photo contrasts the bold vertical and horizontal lines of the shelving unit with the
bright colors and unique shapes of the toys, which make the shelves look full but also
organized, structured, and approachable. These qualities represent my feelings after leaving
the daycare on my first day; at the end of the day, regardless of cultural background, children
like toys.
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Feeling
at
Home
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This photo contains multiple textures, lines, and contrasting colors. The eye is immediately drawn to
the long, skinny, bright silver water pipes awkwardly dangling from the rough brick wall. Together,
the bunch of pipes bring the viewers eye to the uneven, narrow staircase. I like this photo because it is
unlike anything I had ever seen in America and it turned out that this was one location I passed by the
most while in India.
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It only took about five days, for this sight captured above signaled that I was only
a short two minute hike up the stairs before I was home. I would catch myself referring
to my home-stay as “home” and the times I caught it, I realized how weird it sounded. I
was actually about 8000 miles from home. The word kept coming out of my mouth and
eventually it felt normal. This quick acceptance of my new surroundings reminded me of
the feeling I get when I stay on vacation for a few days. We get used to the pool, the
hotel room begins to feel homey and the people at the hotel seem familiar. It became a
routine: Pass the Aircel Store, the Chocolate Log Cafe, Nunnery on the right and then
the stairs. Talking to my mom on the phone one night, while walking back from a cafe, I
told her I was, “...on my way home.” She laughed, told me that I had a long way to go
and should just wait for my flight in three weeks, since itʼd be quicker than walking. Of
course she knew what I meant but it was the first time since the flight that the distance
from my real home seemed substantial. If I wanted to go home I would have to fly. I
couldnʼt walk home and if I even attempted to travel in any way other than flying, it
would take the duration of my trip. I had never been in a situation where walking home
was physically impossible.
It was an unlikely reaction to this realization, but I felt proud. I was 8000 miles
from my actual home but managing to feel at home. As opposed to the way my trip had
started, now I was making the best of this experience. I had hoped that if I tried my
hardest, I would feel comfortable in this new environment, but never imagined that I
would begin to feel that way only a few days into my trip.
I think the reason I was able to feel at home was having a routine. As much as
having a roof over my head and spending enough time in any place should make me
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feel at home, I think that without my obligations, the city would have felt unfamiliar and
alien. I never knew that my comfort was so dependent on being wanted in some sense.
Because the volunteer agency expected me to be there, I felt comfortable in the city; I
had a purpose. It was sad to realize that my happiness and sense of self depended on
having others want me around or need me. At the time I felt fiercely independent by
feeling at home so far away, and I am proud of myself for making it to that point, but the
reason behind that comfort is something I was not happy to discover.

67

Every day the sight of the pipe covered brick wall brought comfort, yet no matter how much I
began to feel at home, there was always something that reminded me of my location. One day,
across the street from my set of stairs, I saw this scene and quickly remembered I was 8000 miles
away. This cow, which roams the streets with several others, used one of the townspeople’s
motorcycles to scratch it’s chin. The motorcycle rocked, nearly tipping over, as the cow remedied
his itch. I began to laugh when I noticed that all of the Tibetans walking passed did not take a
second glance at this cow; it was a normal sight for them.
I think this photo is successful in representing an event that is very unique to India. The viewer
may first look at the shiny motorcycles or the splattered white paint on the brick wall, but then
they notice the cow and make the connection between it and the motorcycle. Its humor and rare
juxtaposition give it visual impact which will make the viewer remember the image.
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“Snaps?”
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The viewer may laugh after quickly glancing at this photo. It seems whimsical and funny since
the goat seems to be smiling for a glamour shot. If the viewer closely inspects the photo they will
notice that the goat is straddling the ledge of a cliff. Also, one might begin to take the goat’s headon pose as somewhat aggressive, as it is not a very common sight. Not only does the goat show
how animals were present on our walk to Bhagsu, it also represents the uncomfortable, but
humorous obstacles we faced.
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At the end of the first week, Ariel and I decided to leave the new found comfort of
McLeod Ganj by walking to Bhagsu Naag, a neighboring city. It was a straight shot
down Jogiwara Road and I was sure that I could handle it, especially with Ariel by my
side since in truth I wasnʼt ready to go on my own. We set off down the road, in our
modest clothing, cameras in hand, ready to walk for the couple hours the hike was said
to take. About five minutes into our walk it was clear that we were not the only people in
McLeod that chose to spend this beautiful Saturday in Bhagsu. The road was crowded
with more people than cars and just as many happily grazing animals. In McLeod, I had
become accustomed to seeing streets filled with Tibetan people. We didnʼt know until
we got home that night, but Bhagsu is one of the top tourist destinations for Southern
Indians, which explains the vast numbers we saw this day.
We continued walking, taking photos of the views, animals and roadside shops.
After a few more minutes we began noticing that we kept hearing the word “snaps”
coming from the mouths of Indian tourists around us. Paying more attention to my
surroundings, I noticed that an Indian family would walk past us, whisper the word
“snap” and point their cameras towards us for a photo. We were confused and not sure
what it meant. Why would anyone want a photo of us? We walked and passed a street
musician playing for tips, a street vendor and a recycling center, which was surprising
since the roads are so cluttered with garbage. Right around the recycling center a group
of Indian men in their twenties approached us and one boldly asked, “Snaps?” while
pushing his camera in our direction. He wanted a photo of us? We were still naive, so
we allowed, smiling awkwardly as they snapped our photo. The grown men giggled like
school girls and walked away. It was odd but, as we soon learned, not uncommon.
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People kept taking our photos without asking but the most shocking part of our walk
happened when we were a minute out of the city.
Two little Indian girls, no older than five, were standing across the street from us
with their family. Ariel and I were laughing at a few goofy photos we had just taken,
talking about how silly we looked, when both of the little girls ran up to us and touched
our arms. They looked at us for a minute and we looked at them, all of us with the same
look on our faces; confusion and intrigue. The girls smiled then ran back to their parents
who were watching them with the biggest grins on their faces. As they ran back they
were excitedly yelling things in Hindi and their parents were laughing. What had just
happened? I smiled and waved at the family because I felt that something significant
had just happened and it would be weird not to acknowledge it.
The next day I asked my students in conversation class what “snaps” meant and
why that family would encourage their daughters to run over and touch our arms.
Laughing at the thought of me walking to Bhagsu and incessantly being slightly
harassed the whole way, they kindly told me what they knew. “They think you are a
celebrity. Like Angelina Jolie.” Another monk said, “They never seen white skin before.”
One monk with English better than my own explained it in a little more in depth.
“Women here are always trying to make their skin lighter. Light skin is beautiful, so this
means that you are beautiful to them. Or they have never seen American before and
they think you look silly, like ghost.” This rang true since the only face wash I was able
to find at a pharmacy in town was one that promised to lighten the skin as it cleaned.
So, regardless of whether they saw beauty in my white skin or not, they had never seen
it before and wanted to get a closer look. I equated this curiosity to another physical trait
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I was more familiar with; height. When a fairly tall person walks into a room, I have the
urge not only to look at them but to ask them how tall they are. There is a sense of
curiosity that comes with being different than something else. I think itʼs perfectly
acceptable to be curious, but being respectful and genuinely interested is key. I was just
as curious about the Hindi womenʼs clothing and can very openly admit to taking a
couple photos of women wearing beautiful saris and beaded scarfs. Iʼm glad these girls
got a chance to realize that my skin is the exact same texture as their skin. It was
similar to my realization that wearing a sari as opposed to wearing jeans and a top
makes no difference in the personality of a person.
As we made our way to Bhagsu, we noticed quickly that we were the only nonIndian tourists there that particular day. The reason we went to Bhagsu was to see the
locally famous Bhagsu Waterfall. So upon our arrival to the city, we began searching for
a waterfall, a sign pointing to waterfall or a person who would kindly help us. We
stumbled upon a sign that read “Bhagsu Waterfall” and followed it, assuming that was
exactly what we wanted. The pathway led through what looked to be a popular resort for
Indian tourists with picnic tables surrounding a very busy pool. All eyes we on us as we
hesitantly looked around for a waterfall that was not there.
This part of the day was incredibly interesting and strange, because not only was
I able to see the mild sexism that exists within the Indian culture, but I was also able to
experience being the minority. All of the men were playing in the pool stripped down to
their underwear and doing whatever they pleased, while the women sat around the pool
in their beautiful saris and chatted with the other women. It reminded me of parties Iʼve
attended where all the dads pile into the pool with the children and the moms have their
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girl time. The difference here was that there were no women in the pool at all. That
included the children. I could see several of the young girls who would walk closer and
closer to the pool and get yelled at by both their mother and father to get back to the
table. It was an eye opening experience to realize that not all parts of the world are
open to gender equality and that if I tried to go into the pool with the men, I would be
regarded as some sort of promiscuous woman. Performing the act of wearing a bathing
suit and swimming in a public pool in India had radically different connotations than
doing so in the United States.
Having all eyes following me as I wandered around the resort looking for a
waterfall, after a long walk involving more attention than Iʼve ever received, made me
uncomfortable. I was different. People were staring at me because I was different. That
was it. I was being watched. It was the most uncomfortable Iʼve ever been. People were
clearly talking about me, children were pointing and cameras were flashing. I think part
of my experience being so uncomfortable had to do with the fact that I knew I was
different and was on high alert. I was looking for acceptance and was easily able to see
people talking and pointing. If I had gone into that situation with no concept of being
different, I may have not even noticed.
Finally, we found a path that led us out of the resort and towards another sign
that pointed to a waterfall. We followed the path along the side of a mountain and after
an hour of hiking, found ourselves at the waterfall. It was beautiful. If I looked one way I
saw a 50 foot waterfall and to the other side, a great expanse of mountains and hills
below us. I could see all the way to Lower Dharamsala and all the hill cities in between.
It was beautiful and well worth the discomfort.
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Our walk back to McLeod was set to a similar soundtrack of “Snaps” and hushed
whispers but now I understood. The uncomfortable feeling was gone; I was set in a
new frame of mind. It was a great day trip that prepared me for some more intense
moments down the road.
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The beautiful green mountain-scape is set on a sunny day, with a soft blue sky. The viewer may be
taken back by the earth’s natural beauty but once they begin to look closer, they notice the narrow
pathway beginning in the bottom right corner and leading the photographer around the side of a
mountain. The viewer can see that there are no railings but also, based on the bottom right corner,
can conclude that the pathway is not well kept, bumpy, and full of obstacles, such as the pipe
poking out of the ground. It’s a beautiful scene which reflects the beauty of the trip to Bhagsu, but
also full of obstacles, similar to the constant request of “snaps” and uncomfortable staring.
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The
Lion
Man
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Instantly, the viewer’s attention is drawn to the man’s interesting pose. Either he has
completed something and is taking a bow or is in the midst of a dance. The viewer may
wonder why a person would be performing, especially dancing, in such a congested space.
Where is he? A dramatic pose like this feels like it should be set on a beautiful stage but
instead is in a small dirty room. The bold colors in his robe pop off the page against the
muted, dusty floors and walls, which makes his stance feel like he’s possibly in motion.
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Two new volunteers arrived at the beginning of the second week and created a
whole new learning environment. One was American and the other was Irish. It was
interesting to see how different I was from people with a culture similar to my own. I
expected to see differences in my behavior and that of the locals because our cultures
are 8000 miles apart and rarely overlap, but I thought that I would be unfazed by
anything the new girls had to say or do. The major difference I was beginning to notice
was that I was the only volunteer, including Ariel, whose parents were not divorced.
All of the girls were talking about their parentsʼ messy divorces, but since my
parents are still happily married, I had very little to offer to the conversation. After a few
minutes, Maia, the American, noticed my silence and said in an aggressive and
sarcastic tone, “Oh, let me guess, your parents are still together.” “Yup, they sure are.” I
had no idea what else to say. I know several people whose parents are divorced but
never have I been made to feel like a Pollyanna optimist for have married parents.
Aoife, the Irish lass, said, “Oh, youʼre such a sweet all-American girl, I canʼt wait to tell
my friends.” While confused about why I was being judged on that one bit of
information, I was happy to see that at least it was being interpreted in different ways.
Maia then went on to ask me, “So youʼre probably going to get married, arenʼt
you?” “I will probably get married at some point, but as of right now I have a pretty great
boyfriend and thatʼs how itʼs going to be for a while.” I didnʼt know how else to answer
her question. I had never before been put on the spot for being “traditional”. In every
group of friends I have back home, I am known as “the liberal one” and here I was
perceived as the “The Traditionalist, The 1950s housewife”.

79

I was starting to see how the people I surround myself with can often change
what I think about myself. When Iʼm with people who are radically liberal, I feel more
traditional and consider myself a moderate. When Iʼm with a group of conservatives, I
feel like a liberal activist and even a hippie. When Iʼm with a group of women dressing
modestly, no matter what clothing Iʼm wearing, I usually feel like some sort of unaware
floozy. And when Iʼm with Maia, a self-declared feminist, even though I consider myself
one as well, I felt like a Pollyanna, head in the clouds, traditionalist.
As the discussion continued each of the girls answered Maiaʼs question. They all
agreed that marriage was not for them, and even explained how little and weak a
person would have to be in order to actually get married. They explained how it just
proves that one canʼt function on her own. “Married women are pathetic. They depend
on their man to do everything for them.” At that moment I suddenly realized how
strongly I felt about marriage. Sometimes it takes a group of people with an opposite
viewpoint to clairify your convictions. Marriage was something I had never questioned.
All of my friends have very moderate ideas about it, and being a laid back person, I had
never felt the need to vehemently defend my stance on the subject. I was learning so
much about myself, even while interacting with people from my culture. Varying
viewpoints, no matter the culture, create the most interesting discussions and provide
the best learning environments. Our different views didnʼt change the fact that I enjoyed
their company.
We continued talking, allowed the girls to settle in to the house and gave them a
tour of the city. While we were out we ran across a man handing out flyers to his one
man show. He called himself the Lion Man and promised a night filled with traditional
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Tibetan dancing along with a section of unique dancing. We had no other plans so we
agreed to attend. We showed up to the restaurant where the show was being held and
made our way to the top floor. We were directed to the back corner where two long
tables were lined up against one wall, leaving space for a tiny open stage area.
Lion Manʼs performance began with the story of how he got to McLeod Ganj. He
walked for 30 days while being chased by Chinese soldiers until he made it safely to
Nepal. He then passed around a photo taken upon his arrival of two young boys
standing in front of a horse, wearing several layers of clothing but without shoes.
Pointing to the smaller boy on the right, he said, “Donʼt I look the exact same? Havenʼt
changed a bit.” When he was ten, accompanied by only his twelve year old brother, he
ran from the Chinese soldiers for a month until he reached Nepal. I was amazed at how
much he had been through by the time he was ten and the fact that he was doing
performances to help support his sick mother back in Tibet; he deserved more than
applause.
The show began with Traditional Tibetan dance, which was very beautiful and
what one might expect of an Asian cultureʼs traditional dance. Let it be known that I
know nothing about dance, so unless it was clearly ballet or tap dance, it all pretty much
looks the same to me. He continued the traditional dance for about a half hour then
changed his wardrobe for the unique dance portion. It started with the Lion Man
caressing a potted plant, climbing on the table and playing with the lighting fixtures.
Then he crawled to each person at his show and invaded their personal space, danced
with them and, in my case, bit my ponytail. The audience members kept searching their
peersʼ faces for a look confirming whether this dance was a comedy act or a serious
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piece. It soon became clear when the Lion King cracked a smile while sitting on the lap
of an audience member. He was trying to offer everyone a good laugh.
Everyone at the table, including my volunteer friends, was excited about this
experience. Since there is a language and culture barrier when traveling abroad, itʼs
difficult to communicate in most ways, but humor is especially hard. The Lion Man
managed to bridge the gap. Being able to laugh without reservation for the first time in
two weeks was an extreme comfort, yet while I was having my comfort zone broken and
personal space invaded, I was also gaining comfort from the performance and the
laughter it brought.
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The diagonal line created by this person’s back creates movement, excitement and confusion
for the viewer. It’s not typical for a person to be jumping nearly parallel to the ground and
makes the viewer want to figure out what’s happening in the image. As they look closer they
may notice the intricate details on the man’s shirt, suggesting a culture or specific style of
dress, they’ll notice his feet dangling in the air, and finally they may notice the person trapped
underneath the jumping man. They may wonder if it was aggressive, fighting or simply a joke.
The bright colors may suggest a happy tone, but the viewer may still feel uncomfortable since
they cannot see the attacker/jester’s face.
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After the experience of the Lion Man I woke up feeling perfectly at home
and rejuvenated; it seemed as though the communication barrier was gone. All
four of us went to the daycare center only to find it locked. With no one else in
sight, confused, we walked around the streets looking for someone who might be
helpful but noticing that the streets were relatively empty. We took a turn down
Temple Road and soon found all the locals. The women were all in their
traditional Tibetan dresses and carrying hand held prayer wheels, which was an
unusual scene, especially for a Wednesday. This didnʼt happen last Wednesday,
so why today? We found a shop owner and asked what the commotion was all
about. He told us that it was the day Buddha reached enlightenment, one of the
biggest Tibetan holidays: Saka Dawa.
Since we had nothing else planned for the day, we seized the opportunity
to observe a great religious ceremony. We were only a mile from the Dalai Lama
Temple, it would be silly not to see how Tibetans celebrate their holiest holiday.
We made it to the Temple and saw a crowd of Tibetans walking down a
path next to the temple doors. They were all funneling in one direction, so we
followed the crowd. As soon as we made it to the pathway, we noticed that there
were more Indian beggars than Tibetans lining the sides of the path. Many were
Hindi Sadhus, holy men who have renounced all of their worldly possessions and
make their way through life on the giving character of others, but there were just
as many poor families, individual beggars, and physically impaired people lining
the path. It was shocking to see the state of several of the beggars. I had only
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been on the path for a few seconds and had already seen more horrible things
than I had seen in my entire life. A man sat nearby missing a hand, with
gangrene taking over his whole arm. It was green and orange and the texture of
broccoli. He was holding out his missing hand over a cup to try to ask for money.
And what I began to notice, after the sight of missing limbs became slightly more
familiar, was that Tibetans were dropping Rupees in nearly every cup they could
find. If someone was asking for money, a Tibetan was trying to help. I saw one
elderly couple that had a ziploc back full of individual 1Rs coins. They went to
each person and gave them a coin. This was a new sight for me. Throughout the
entire time I had been in McLeod Ganj, I had noticed that the Tibetan and Indian
people lived very separate lives. They definitely shared a mutual respect and
they were living relatively similar lives, but I had never seen a Tibetan drop even
a 1Rs coin in beggarsʼ pockets. Why were all of the Tibetans walking to the
Temple giving donations today when they normally are unfazed by the everyday
begging?
I kept asking after we made our way home that night and my host mom,
Dolm, explained it in a way that made sense. “Today is birth, death and day of
enlightenment of Buddha. It very holy day to us. Karma is what we believe and
on today karma is more.” While I didnʼt understand the “karma is more” part until I
spoke with my students, I began to relate it to the “Christmas Spirit”
phenomenon. Itʼs a holy day, people are feeling generous and are reminded how
beautiful life is, and they are willing to do more than usual for others. While
noticing that Tibetans were being significantly more generous towards beggars
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on this particular day, I was also instantly aware that this was the largest number
of beggars I had ever seen in one place.
Not only was I constantly being shocked by the number of people living in
extreme poverty with missing limbs and sickness, I was also surprised by the
devotion the Tibetans had for their religion. One man in particular inspired me. I
had seen him walking around the town before, although, by American standards,
I doubt he should be out and about. His back had a crick in it and he walked with
his head and torso completely parallel to the ground. Supported by his cane, he
was walking along this two mile path while participating in the Tibetan tradition of
carrying a prayer wheel and kissing the holy path every few minutes. When I
attended my Catholic Church as a child, it was an unwritten rule that, although
there were specific times meant for standing, the elderly were allowed to sit
through the entire service. It was understandable that they should be sitting to
avoid injury and I, along with everyone else in the parish, wanted those who
didnʼt feel comfortable to stand to remain seated the whole service. We wanted
them to feel comfortable while worshiping. Not only would the elderly and sick
Tibetan people still walk the path, they would go as far as kissing the ground.
They embodied devotion and drive shown in a way I had never seen before. I
asked Dolm why they spun the prayer wheels and kissed the sacred grounds and
she said, “Each time the wheel spins it wishes the Dalai Lama a long life.” The
Dalai Lama inspires such devoted followers. While I already respected him as a
peaceful political leader, I was starting to respect him for his spiritual guidance. If
people were this devoted to him I had to learn as much as I could about him, so I
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too could use him as a guide. I later found out that along with several other
atrocious disenfranchising laws placed on the Tibetans living in China, one law
prohibited Tibetans from owning pictures and openly praising the Dalai Lama.
This, for many of the monks and Tibetans I spoke to, was a major factor in their
relocation to India to be with the exiled Dalai Lama.
While the devotion of the Tibetan people was one major realization on this
two mile walk, so was the business-like nature of the begging taking place along
the path. Once I grew used to the sight of gangrene, which is a sad sight to
become desensitized to, I was able to notice all that was required in order to beg
effectively and receive money. It was very business-like because, I believe, when
a person is in a very structured caste system and cannot overcome the poverty
they are trapped in, begging provides one of the very few ways to survive.
Several families used it as an opportunity to bond with extended family members,
with curries cooking on small gas powered hot plates, blankets spread across the
ground and lots of family chatter between the popular phrase, “Beautiful,
money?” and “America, money, please?”. The mere fact that they owned a gas
powered hot plate made me a bit skeptical of their need to beg until I considered
that it is also probably the same thing they use to cook with when they are at
home. A family might well require their source of heat to be portable since they
never know where they will be next. I also noticed several business techniques
applied to theatrics in order to solicit more donations.
It was still very early in the morning when we were making our way
towards the end of the path when I saw one beggar claiming his space. He was
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unfortunately missing a hand, and I distinctly remember thinking, “Good for him!
Heʼs only missing a hand.” He very calmly gave a woman holding a large blanket
directions. After he laid down on the path, she covered his body with the blanket
and he stuck his gangrene infected arm out from under the blanket and began
quivering and moaning from underneath. This dramatic gesture seemed to be a
way of tricking a passerby into thinking the rest of his body was just as sickly, not
that having a gangrene arm isnʼt a tragedy. He went from very calm to hysterical
in an instant. It was horrifying to see one person in the condition he was in, but
after two whole miles of desensitization through seeing people in worse
conditions, it was his hopeful way of securing some sort of donation and
compassion.
I left the path, two miles later, feeling completely different than I had ever
felt before. I sincerely believe that particular 40 minute experience changed my
life. I discovered devotion, spirituality, perseverance, poverty, and compassion
personified.
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After changing my perspective on Bodhi Day a few days earlier, I was able
to see the daycare center with fresh eyes. I was getting better with names.
Remembering upwards of 35 childrenʼs names is difficult and even more so when
one is unable to properly pronounce them. Finally, I was also able to see bonds
being made with certain children. One girl named Palmo, who was much bigger
than all of the other children, would get

picked on frequently. For the first week I was merely a living jungle gym for the
children, but Palmo changed that.
She was on the opposite side of the room and had just been hit by one of
the boys. Crying, she looked and ran towards me seeking comfort. I had played
with her a few times before but never thought she would consider me, a stranger,
as a source of comfort. After a few moments of hugging and reassurance, we
continued playing like we normally would, but for the rest of my time volunteering
Palmo would act as my sidekick. We played blocks and cars, and I even fed her
during lunch time. Sometimes while walking down the main streets in town I
would see Palmo with her mother, and she would wave at me. Whenever the
children hurt her feelings, I had become the person she would turn to for comfort;
it was nice to know that at least one child out of the thirty-five liked me. It was
also refreshing to know that even though she did not understand a word I was
saying, she was able to be comfortable with me without language. It may sound
like a cliche, but it made me realize that who we are is not truly bound by
language and really never will be. I just happened to be born in America, raised
with English and neglected to learn more than remedial German and Spanish,
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yet this doesnʼt mean that these are the only people who will understand me or
who I will understand. During the month I was in India, I made connections with
several people and while a few could speak English, the majority of my
understanding was gained through smiles, personality, tone and our
environment.
On that same day I was asked to help prepare lunch. I had helped feed
the children lunch but this was the first time I was going to prepare the meal. One
of the staff members brought me to the back room and using hand gestures and
broken English, showed me what I would be doing. My job was to prepare the
rice for the babies. The first step was to take cooked rice out of a hot pot and
place it in a 2 foot wide plastic bowl. I looked in the bowl and saw that it was lined
with a crispy dried layer of rice from the day before. I reached to turn on the sink
to clean out the bowl and was shot a concerned look. “We save extra. No waste,”
she said. Yes, it was unsanitary, but it was the way she asked me to prepare the
food; since it would be the daycare that would have to pay for my ideal level of
lunch sanitation, not me, I began dumping rice into the bowl and used the
handheld blending tool she gave me to mix the rice. I had completed my task and
began to fill up 35 little bowls with pureed rice. Parts of the preparation were
different but ultimately it was very similar to cooking in America.
We fed the children their lunch often prodding “Ssa!” and “Ka-Dang!”,
which meant “Eat” and “Open your mouth”. I picked up the childrenʼs bowls and
brought them back to the kitchen. The staff was busy so I began to rinse the
bowls while looking for soap. There was none to be found and I asked, “Soap?”
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They just shook their heads and said, “Do this,” and began to demonstrate how
to rinse out the bowls. I thanked them for their demonstration, continued rinsing
the bowls, and placed them back on the shelf. It was no wonder the children all
constantly had runny noses and were absent due to sickness; they were sharing
bowls that had never been washed with soap. Only two days earlier a baby,
Niyma, had sneezed all over her food while I was feeding her; she was now
absent and, since all the bowls were filled with food this week, I know another
childʼs food contained those germs.
On the way home from the daycare that day I purchased dish soap with
the hopes that they would use it to clean the dishes and prevent this problem.
Days before I left India I found the soap sitting in the cupboard where the hand
sanitizer was kept, still untouched. It wasnʼt that they didnʼt want to protect the
children from disease, but itʼs simply not part of their social norms. All of the
babies have their own sick days, and they do have running noses most of the
time, but it builds their immunities and maybe that is the ultimate goal. I
concluded it wasnʼt my place to judge. My job was to serve their worthy cause of
watching the children of political prisoners, not to save them from their cultureʼs
views on sanitation which conflict with my own.
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With my gang of Western volunteers, I was feeling adventurous and
decided a hike to Dharamkot, another nearby town, would be a fun way to spend
a Sunday. We walked through town, by now accustomed to its sights, smells, and
people, and headed towards the steep hill leading to Dharamkot. Thirty seconds
into our hike, a street dog started growling

at us. Frightened, we tried walking in the opposite direction, but the dog simply
started walking towards us.
Just as I began to contemplate outrunning a street dog, I heard an abrupt
sound and saw the dog tuck its tail between its legs and back away from us. I
looked over and a monk, carrying an umbrella and smiling the most heartwarming smile, motioning at us to follow him. We were nervous but trusted him.
With his smile and warm, thoughtful eyes, I felt like he knew me and had my best
interests in mind. We followed him, very aware of the stray dog, with its potential
for rabies or other terrible diseases, also following him. Every so often when the
dog would growl or get too close to us, the monk would make an assertive noise
and shake his umbrella at him to keep us safe. For the next thirty minutes of our
walk we were constantly protected by this wonderful stranger who put himself in
danger to serve my entitled American self.
Suddenly I wanted to be exactly like this man. I wanted to be a person
who selflessly helps someone in need. He didnʼt ask what we were doing in
Dharamkot or if we actually needed to get there, nor did he ask for anything in
return for his protection. He simply saw a few people who appeared to be scared
to continue down the path. Smiling, he decided to fix the situation, despite
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whatever plans he had for himself, and help us reach our destination. I wish that I
knew his name or that we could have had a conversation, but his English was
very poor and my Tibetan was non-existent, so we walked in silence.
Dropping us off in Dharamkot, he smiled a kind smile, waved goodbye and
continued walking in a new direction. I tried to show my gratitude with my own
smile, my gaze and the tone I used to thank him. This monk has no idea how
much his selflessness impacted not only my safety, but my outlook on life. I was
changed. I want to emulate him, even or especially amidst fears and doubts. I
want to smile and share my compassion with others.
We finally got to Dharamkot, but after my walk I was not easily impressed.
The anonymous monk had provided my excitement and education for the day.
We walked around the small Israeli dominated town, ate lunch and sat around
chatting. Ultimately, it was a fairly uneventful trip. As we headed home to
McLeod, we saw an adorable monkey family sitting atop a parked car. This whole
trip I had been frightened of monkeys and their potential diseases. Following the
bravery of the monk, I decided not to let my paranoia and fear control me. I
walked calmly past the car as the monkeys continued enjoying their adorable
family time, and not a thing happened. I was safe, the monkeys were fine and I
was accomplishing what I had set out to do with a smile on my face. I felt good
about myself and starting feeling happy in a new way. If there is one thing I regret
about my trip, it is not knowing the Tibetan word for “thank you” to show the monk
how much his kindness meant to me and how much he changed me.
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Finally out of the house after three days of bed rest and home remedies, I
walked down the streets that had grown familiar. This walk was unlike all the
previous, because I noticed a middle-aged Tibetan woman carrying a plate of
momos, a Tibetan dumpling, to this green wooden box. I had passed by it a
thousand times and assumed that it was just another vendorʼs goods. Watching
as the woman pulled back the white curtain, tucked her head in and began
speaking to the box, I wondered why she would crawl into a box on the side of
the road to eat her momos. Could she be the vendor? Why would she sit on her
goods? None of these explanations were convincing.
For the rest of the day, I made excuses to walk by the green box just to
solve the mystery. What could she be doing? First, I noticed the placement of the
green box. It was positioned right beside the small temple in town, just inches
from a series of prayer wheels. Then I realized that none of the other shops had
a curtain permanently draped across them. The curtain was transparent but I
could never make out what was behind it, and so my curiosity continued to grow.
It took another day before I discovered what the woman was doing in the green
box.
It was Friday afternoon and I had already gone out of my way to pass by
the green box six times. Finally, a gust of wind parted the curtain and I caught a
glimpse of what was inside. A skeletal looking man was lying under a blanket, his
arms seemingly stuck above him at a 90 degree angle. He looked frozen, as if he
had been turned to stone. At first I thought he was dead because I had never
seen a man look so old, so thin or so frozen in place. I can almost guarantee that
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I could live to be 200 years old in America and never see a dying man living in a
box near a temple on the side of the road with only a curtain separating him from
traffic. Each day I awoke feeling more comfortable in my new environment and
by bedtime the same day I had experienced something that made me further
realize the differences in our worlds.
I now understood that the woman was feeding him but I could not
comprehend why he would be living in a box on the side of the road. I never did
get an answer, as I felt it outrageously rude to speak to the dying man living in a
box next to the temple and ask him why he was in such an unfortunate situation.
The more time I thought about his predicament the more I began to believe that
while it is possible that this box is all he could afford or manage to find as a
shelter, it could very likely have been by choice. Tibetan Buddhists are very
ritualized and live their lives entirely devoted to their religion. Maybe this man had
gotten very sick and asked his family to bring him to the temple in town so he
could die in peace near a holy place.
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After spending three weeks in the direct vicinity of McLeod Ganj, I found
myself aching to see something new. My group of friends agreed that venturing
outside the state would be a great way to spend the weekend and began asking
locals for their recommendations. A quick tally of their votes led us to a travel
agent in search of transportation to Amritsar. Amritsar is the home of the Golden
Temple, the holiest temple for Sikhs, and is located in McLeod Ganj, Himachal
Pradeshʼs neighboring state, Punjab. We reserved seats on a one-way bus to
Amritsar and at sunrise on Saturday morning, we boarded the smallest bus to
ever hold 14 seats.
Our ride was long, hot and uneasy, and featured just as many near
accidents as all of my other Indian car rides; this trip, however, was nearly seven
hours long. We stopped once to use the bathroom and I realized the extent of
McLeod Ganjʼs Americanization. The driver pulled over in a town that appeared
to consist of only dust, small run-down shacks, and the Sun. We had the luxury
of being transported in a bus that had working air conditioning, but our driver
turned it off during this brief stop which allowed me to feel a level of heat that I
had never experienced before. Merely sitting in the van, not moving, with all the
doors propped open, I was sweating as if I had just run nonstop for hours. My
shirt, soaking within mere minutes, acted as an adhesive for the dust blowing
through the car. While this wind managed to blow dust everywhere, it was not
strong enough to make a difference in the temperature.
High temperatures that forced me to reevaluate my idea of “livable
conditions” were not the only aspect of this stop that made me aware of my
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American conditioning. The dilapidated buildings, roads indistinguishable from
the nearby fields, sparse plant life, and common dress of the people living there
were so unlike anything I had seen in McLeod Ganj, its neighboring cities, and
especially America. Seeing a woman wearing several layers of draped clothing
along with multiple scarves was the last thing I expected to see at that moment. I
knew that it was common practice for women in India to dress modestly but when
I was put in that heat, I could not imagine having to function while wearing layers.
The womenʼs layered clothing, combined with the high temperatures, personified
their dedication to their religion. It used to be that people would wear their
“Sunday Best” to church, which usually included modest, proper and elegant
clothing. The last time I attended a church service I remember seeing more blue
jeans and sneakers than any other type of clothing. Comfort controls a lot of our
American culture and has clearly seeped into our religious practices, but because
this womanʼs religion stated that she should dress modestly, it did not matter how
intense the heat was, she was going to do what her religion and society
expected.
We continued our journey, passing fewer and fewer cities that reminded
me of McLeod Ganj, and after a few bumpy hours arrived in Amritsar. Our bus
driver dropped us off on a corner of the busiest intersection I had ever seen,
conveniently located next to nearly twenty public toilets. It was not the best
possible first impression of the city but I was so excited to be somewhere new
that I ignored the smell and gathered my friends to make our way to the hotel.
Finding my friends bordered on impossible, since we were instantly swarmed by
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pushy rickshaw drivers from the moment we exited the bus. I knew I needed to
get to our hotel, or at the very least, away from the public toilets, but was
apprehensive about trusting these rickshaw drivers. It was difficult for me to
make the comparison between the bicycles and a standard yellow taxi. I knew
that it was the same concept but because these men had no licenses displayed
on their bikes and lacked a sense of regulation, I was nervous. From the moment
I learned to walk my parents warned me about strangers. As a child I would get
confused and claim that my doctor or a new babysitter was a stranger, or that a
family friend I had never met was a stranger, or someone I had forgotten I had
met was a stranger. It may seem farfetched but the idea of hopping on a
strangerʼs bike went past what I was comfortable doing. A taxi performs the same
service but because it has a company name plastered on its side I feel safe using
it. I discovered that my American comfort levels included something as small and
insignificant as a company name or logo. I wonder if I would have hesitated had
he featured a logo painted on his bike.
My friends and I found a driver, hopped on his bike and he began
maneuvering through the busy traffic. A few increasingly comfortable minutes
passed and we were at our hotel. The driver said goodbye after we paid him 50
Rupees, or one American dollar, and left to find more work. Here I was,
complaining about the heat, seconds away from entering the nicest hotel in the
city and being treated like royalty, and this man had just rode well over a mile
with two full-grown women being pulled behind him. I had the privilege of
reserving a seat on a private air conditioned bus, the ability to pay for a ride to
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my hotel, and the funds to purchase a room at the highest rated hotel in the city.
How did I manage to complain about anything? How ungrateful was I? This man
was just trying to make a living and I doubted the safety and legitimacy of his
business. While there was no company tie and money had been transferred
under the table, it was just the way things were done; he was trying to make an
honest living. I felt foolish, spoiled, guilty and shamed for ever complaining.
Although I felt undeserving, I knew that this was the only chance I would get to
explore Amritsar, so we left the comfortable air conditioning and guilt-filled hotel
room to begin exploring a city vastly different than anything I had previously
experienced.
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The trip to the Silver Temple in Amritsar changed the way I looked at things spiritually.
This change in perspective is shown literally in this photo. I am looking directly up at the
ceiling, typically ignored, and found the beauty that lies there. I think this shows just how
rewarding a shift in perspective can be. While the ceiling is a frequently ignored subject,
the Silver Temple, often considered second only to the Golden Temple, features one of the
most beautiful ceilings I had ever seen. The intricate details, bold colors and symmetrical
design are offset by an interesting camera angle and placing the chandelier off center to
make this an interesting photo.
!
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Amritsarʼs main attraction is the Golden Temple, so after dropping off our bags
we hurried to see the holy site. We hopped on an autorickshaw and the driver said that
the Silver Temple would be a better first stop. Having never heard of the Silver Temple,
we instantly became curious and decided to take the driverʼs advice. The fact that I was
not apprehensive to allow the driver to take me to a place I had never heard of
reinforces the fact that the logo on the side of his rickshaw had power over me.
Our driver pulled to the side of the road as we arrived at the Silver Temple and
told us he would wait for us out front and then take us to the Golden Temple. Again,
because of his seemingly legitimate business logo, I agreed to his wonderful plan and
we began touring the temple. Unlike the rest of Amritsar, the Silver Temple was not
crowded. We took our shoes off, washed our feet and entered the sacred Hindi ground.
The Golden Temple is the holiest temple for the Sikhs but the Silver Temple was built in
response to the Golden Temple by Hindi people in Amritsar. Because it is a lesser
known temple, it was laid back, happy and welcoming. It reminded me of my younger
days attending a local Catholic service held in a school auditorium. Comforted by the
“small-town” similarities, I grew even more excited to observe a Hindi service.
We walked along a pathway leading us over the pool of water surrounding the
temple when I noticed a young Hindu girl smiling at me. She was very sweet, perhaps
only eight years old, and holding onto her motherʼs hand as they walked towards the
Temple. With beautiful and new sights to distract me, I would forget she was walking
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behind me, catch her eye again and realize she had not stopped smiling at me. After
making eye contact with her for a third time, I noticed that her mother was also looking
at me with a sweet smile on her face. I smiled back, for the third time, but added a wave
and said, “Hello.” Together, as if they had practiced, they giggled, spoke to each other in
Hindi, composed themselves and continued walking.
Regaining my focus was not difficult since we had finally made it to the doors of
The Silver Temple. It was not overwhelmingly large, but its beauty and the feeling I
experienced in its presence was spiritual, or at least how I had always imagined
something sacred feeling. Since it was only large enough to hold fifty people, men and
women surrounded the temple. Beautiful Hindi music was playing, and women were
singing while swaying to the music. Their brightly colored saris blew in the cooling wind
and a light mist showered the Temple grounds from the surrounding pool. Comforted
physically by the wind and mist, mentally by the soothing music, and spiritually by the
atmosphere, I was content. There are times in our lives when we donʼt realize how
much weʼve needed something until we accidentally crash into it. I just needed it this
once. I needed to know that I could feel a spiritual, possibly religious, connection to
something. Hinduism was and is still a mystery to me; the rituals and songs meant
nothing to me and no one I loved was there; I couldnʼt understand why I was feeling so
blissful. Replaying that moment in my head, I have come to realize that it was because I
saw beauty in something outside of my life. McLeod Ganj had become part of my life
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once I signed up to volunteer. I knew where I would be staying, I planned all of my days
around volunteering, and had stability there. Traveling to Amritsar was not something I
even considered doing until two days before I arrived there. It was the closest I have
ever been to being truly independent and this sensation allowed me to get caught up in
the beauty of the world. I had nothing else to pull me away from it; no phone calls, no
volunteering, no internet. Without expectations, schedules or distractions, I was able to
spend time living in the moment.
In the midst of this spiritual awakening and newfound independence I looked
around me and noticed the mother and her daughter from the walk to the Temple were
sitting right beside me. We didnʼt even make eye contact for a full second before she
began talking to me. She excitedly asked me about America and wanted me to tell her
about all of the great things America has to offer. Again, I was reminded of my school
cafeteria Catholic services, when I would look up at the people in the rows around me
while they quietly talked during the sermon. I quietly answered her questions and
decided that people really arenʼt so different. Inspiring religious ceremonies, spiritual
moments, and beautiful sights can be found in India, but they really do exist in America
too. And no matter how devout Hindi, Tibetan, and Sikh people are, there will always be
quiet whispering during services, teachings and celebrations.
We left the Silver Temple just as the sun was setting, met our autorickshaw
driver, who had kept his word, and made our way to the Golden Temple. We quickly
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arrived at the Golden Temple, which felt more like an amusement park, and made our
way inside. It was crowded, large, and compared to what we had just experienced,
unpleasant. I saw beauty in the people celebrating their religion and easily found beauty
in the structures, but I did not feel the spirituality I had at the Silver Temple.
Overwhelmed with the environment, I grew uninterested, decided to finish my walk
around the whole Temple and call it a night. It was a beautiful sight but my heart lies in
the simple, intimate and unplanned beauty of the Silver Temple.
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This photo is visually striking because its subject is the Golden Temple, literally made of gold.
Its golden walls sparkle and shine brilliantly against the dark night sky, drawing the eye directly
to the temple first. Lights reflecting in the Pool of Nectar surrounding the temple create vertical
lines which brings the viewers’ attention to the people admiring the monument and participating
in prayer.
!
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“Taxi?
No Problem.”
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On our way back to McLeod Ganj we passed fields, farms and rice paddies. I was amazed
by their size, vibrant green color and the rural Indian irrigation systems. This particular
photo of a rice paddy seemed striking to me because of the way it showcases the vast green
field in comparison to the small man in bright pink shorts. The photo also has natural
vignetting with the tree branches and mound of dirt in the corners, which invites viewers to
focus their attention on the center of the image while accenting the depth of the paddy. The
flat plain-like landscape contrasts with the images of hills, mountains and busy city streets I
saw for the first three weeks of my trip.
!
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With two of my travel companions ill, our group decided to pay extra money on a
private taxi for the ride home. We figured this would allow us more freedom if they
suddenly became sick and needed to stop for a moment. Our hotel made a few calls for
us and moments later, we had three taxi companies to choose from. Because we were
in India, where haggling is a way of life, we went with the driver who offered us the best
deal. He said he could have a six person taxi ready for us in, “Ten minutes, no problem.”
This was great news for us because we only had four people and for the first time while
in India, we would have room to stretch out.
The car pulled up and quickly we realized that this was a van with four standard
seats and two fold down seats in the trunk. Michael and I let the two sick girls take the
real seats and volunteered to take the trunk. We hopped in and waited for our driver to
take us home. After about 20 minutes of waiting we realized the man that brought us the
van was not our driver, but the head of the taxi company. Eventually, the driver arrived,
buttoning his official taxi driver uniform while speed walking to the van. He aggressively
argued with his boss while entering the driverʼs seat and turning the car on. The boss
popped his head in the window and said, “This your driver. He speak very little English
but he nice. He take you to McLeod Ganj, ʻbout five-six hour.” Right as he finished the
word “hour” the driver rammed the gas pedal to the floor and pulled into the busy traffic.
Clearly, not the best way to start a “five-six” hour long car-ride, but since we had
survived the drive here, I was sure the ride home would be the same if not better. After
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three weeks of having my assumptions repeatedly proven wrong, it was foolish of me to
think for a second I knew how the next eight hours of my life would unfold. By now I
should have known better.
Our driver, as mentioned previously, did not speak any English. Of course, I did
not expect every person I encountered in India to speak English but it did make this
particular voyage especially interesting. First of all, even according to my newfound
Indian standards for safe driving our driver was reckless. Instead of American blinkers,
flashing brights or hand signals, Indian drivers use honking to indicate lane changes,
passing, and sudden stopping. Our driver did change lanes and pass other drivers at
what seemed to be dangerous speeds but never honked his horn. While sitting in the
trunk, my seat was facing the road behind us and I was forced to see only the aftermath
of the choices our driver made. Several bicyclists fell off their bikes, autorickshaw
drivers veered off the road and countless hand gestures were directed at our vehicle,
but we managed to survive all of these poor choices.
We drove past typically peaceful, rural Indian landscapes, some of which were
the most beautiful and serene sights I had seen in my life. Scenes of rice paddies and
their small homes inspired daydreams of how simple and rewarding a life of farming
could be. I would wake up with the sun, tend to my fields, eat what I harvested and go to
bed at sunset. This daydream continued until we passed what I could only assume to be
an outdoor wedding. The men and women were all dressed in their best, I could hear
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laughter and conversation through the chaos of the traffic as I watched a group of
women happily cooking for the guests. I quickly added a few festive celebrations to
round out my faux life as an Indian rice farmer and felt relief wash over me just by
thinking about the simple pleasures that would be involved. However, through all of
these inspiring scenes, I could still feel myself on edge, both nervous and fearful of my
current level of safety. Each moment we continued driving the daydreams became
clouded by my nerves and all I could focus on was the reckless vehicle I was trapped in.
The situation I was in sorely conflicted with my surroundings, and while I wanted so
badly to enjoy the “six” hour scenic tour of rural India, I was distracted by something I
could not control.
Still driving, nearly three hours into our journey I began to notice our driver
looking increasingly confused. Facial expressions are universal; confusion in India looks
just as it does in America. Without honking, yet again, he performed several risky
U-turns, pulled over twice to purchase a single cigarette to smoke while pacing
nervously, and stopped at a cafe to get directions from a shop keeper. Clearly our taxi
driver was lost, which only put more strain on my nerves. Not only was he driving
recklessly, he was doing so with no purpose.
By hour four, it seemed that our driver had found his bearings since we
approached a sign with our stateʼs name. We were crossing state lines and I began to
let go of some of my nerves, since I knew we would be home shortly. Our driver pulled
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over at a toll booth. He walked to the building and came back with a Himachal Pradesh
Police Officer who told us we needed to purchase a driving permit for our taxi.
Apparently in India, drivers are only licensed to drive in their home state. If one wishes
to drive across state lines, they must apply for a tourist vehicle permit which allows them
to drive wherever they please. We asked how much the permit would cost, and after a
moment of hesitation the officer said, “2500 Rupees,” as if he was unsure of the actual
cost. It appeared that we were being hustled by a police officer and our driver. We were
not pleased but wanted to get home, so we agreed to split the cost amongst the four of
us, paid the officer and continued our unpleasant ride. As we were driving, I stopped
thinking about the fact that we could have just been hustled out of money by a
government employee and began realizing that this meant our driver did not have a
permit for this state. His earlier confusion combined with this brand new permit made
me think that this could be his first time driving in Himachal Pradesh. Each minute that
passed was a minute closer to being home, safe and sound, but the longer we drove
the more nervous I became.
Himachal Pradesh is a state full of mountains, cliffs and, most importantly, roads
that wind around both with absolutely no barriers protecting vehicles from flying over the
edge to their tragic demise. Our driverʼs recklessness, combined with his confusion and
now his inexperience with mountain driving, nearly pushed my nerves to an entirely new
level of tension. I actually thought I might die. He zoomed past cars driving slowly
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around blind curves on cliffs. He weaved between cars driving in opposite directions,
creating his own lane in the center of, by American standards, a one-lane road. I
reached a new threshold of uneasiness each time we passed a semi-truck that was on
its side dangling off the cliff, which happened four times.
Just as I had almost adjusted to this new level of risky driving, our driver came to
a part of the road that made him visibly troubled. He was speeding along and had
chosen to pass a truck in front of him. He sped to the right of the vehicle, towards a cliff.
Once the road past the truck became visible, he appeared agitated. There was a cow
nearly two feet from the cliffʼs edge, the truck still occupying half the lane and a stray
dog positioned close to the truckʼs lane. It seemed that there was still a space big
enough for our car to squeeze through and he sped up to seize his opportunity. We
were mere feet from passing everything without harm when the cow started walking
towards the center of the road. Instinctively our driver swerved away from the cow, a
sacred animal in India, and inevitably struck the dog, which in turn made the most
terrible noise I had ever heard in my life. My shoulders tensed so quickly and so
powerfully, they hit my head. Bouncing off of my seat as the wheels of our taxi trampled
the dog, I could still hear a nasty shriek. The vanʼs wheels spat the dog behind us into
the one window I was facing. The poor dog hit the ground hard and bounced a few
times as if it was made of rubber. After it stopped skidding across the road, I saw it lying
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on the ground, twitching in agony. It had experienced severe pain, and I watched its
suffering. This moment marks the worst I have ever felt in my life.
Everyone in our car was crying, except our driver. While he appeared very
troubled by the incident, I could tell that he was trying to come to terms with it. He had a
deeply apologetic look in his eye, but he also appeared to feel guilty, since he avoided
eye contact with the girl sitting close to him, who was taking it the hardest. I know he
was trying to make the best choice in that moment. He calculated the outcomes; hit a
moving truck, hit a heavy cow, swerve off the cliff, slam on the breaks and get pushed
off the cliff by the car behind us, or hit a light dog. While all of them presented the very
real possibility of death, hitting the dog was the only choice that even remotely allowed
the passengers in his vehicle to survive. To this day, I feel partly responsible for the
horribly painful death of a dog and have not been able to clear my conscience.
We finished our journey in silence, aside from the occasional fit of crying. We
arrived in McLeod Ganj after nine hours in that van. What we had planned to be a fun,
spiritual and, even, relaxing weekend turned out to be an enormous learning
experience. While the poor dog died a horrendous death, it was the only option that
allowed a car of five people to live. I went to bed disgusted with myself but woke the
next morning thankful to be waking up to a new day. When I think about my future and
all that it has in store, I can not help but think about this stray dog that lost its life. I
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never would have thought that one day I would thank the death of a stray dog for my
continued existence, but now I know better than to assume anything.
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This photo offers contrast between the light space in the center and the dark figures and
ceiling that create a border. It also contrasts with the first image since it is nearly
unsaturated with color while the first image has bright greens, soft blues and a bright
magenta point of focus. This image was taken just moments after we had hit the dog. I
was trying to capture the driver’s eye in the crucifix that was dangling from the rearview
mirror in an interesting and new environment. The weekend in Amritsar was a very
spiritual experience for me, and the idea of someone watching over our car, making sure
we made it out alive, was what I tried to convey in the image. I think the movement in the
rosary and implied movement of the road give the image excitement, while the still
figures and car interior contrast with the movement to create stability and a somber tone.
!
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This photo represents the idea that we share ideas, feelings, beliefs and associations with
every type of being on this Earth. Like many Americans, Coca-Cola has always been my
carbonated drink of choice, and the notion that a monkey could possibly recognize the
famous red and white “Coca-Cola” script as a navigational tool or even as a symbol that
means food is near fascinates me. This photo was taken with the goal of capturing the
monkey, something I had only seen in India, with the famous and classically American
Coca-Cola advertisement. I think the contrast makes the photo interesting while the
simple, clear imagery gives it visual impact.
!
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Only when I walked through McLeod Ganj, my Indian home, was I finally able to
release the kinks in my neck, tension in my back and my bloodshot eyes from the
stressful car ride the day before. I knew this place and most of its people, and I had at
least a mild idea of what to expect from both. However, I underestimated its ability to
surprise and was greeted by a city full of preoccupied people eagerly awaiting His
Holiness the Dalai Lamaʼs arrival. It had only been 48 hours but I managed to miss the
news that the Buddhist Spiritual Leader was coming to the city to teach the people.
With the help of the townspeople, I quickly learned the procedure required to
attend one of the Dalai Lamaʼs teachings, which is much more extensive than
purchasing a ticket. First, I had to have a copy of my passport and visa. Since Vodafone
had insisted I give them all of my passport photos, I had to get new ones taken. Both
tasks were relatively easy and just involved a quick stop at the McLeod Ganj version of
Kinkos. Next, I had to find the Exiled Tibetan Government Offices, which proved more
complicated than the previous tasks. Tucked away behind a convenience store, shoe
repair street shop and one of the many internet cafes I discovered a sign for the Tibetan
Government Offices. The most exciting part of this process was that the crowd of
people had led me to the offices, not the poorly drawn map. Every kind of person I could
imagine stood ahead of me in this line and thatʼs when I fully realized the mass appeal
of the Dalai Lama. Not only did the Tibetan people adore him, every person that
traveled to McLeod Ganj did so in hopes of crossing the Dalai Lamaʼs path. This
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common connection between myself and the other people in line reminded me of a
lesson I am sure the Dalai Lama would enjoy. Israeli hippies, Italian tourists, Tibetan
Buddhist Monks, Indian merchants, beggars with children, businessmen, and a twentyone year-old college student all were standing in line in McLeod Ganj in the dusty heat
simply to register to see the Dalai Lama. We all shared this common desire. We came
from many different backgrounds but shared an interest in the Dalai Lama. Itʼs a
common interest to have due to his well-deserved fame, but it made me think about the
threads we share with other people and how truly easy it is to find similarities between
two beings.
After waiting in line for 40 minutes, I made my way into the single office that held
the entire Exiled Tibetan Government. It was small, entirely concrete, and had a single
collapsable table; it is possibly the most underwhelming office “building” that has ever
been built with the intention of holding a nationʼs government. I stood in line, filled out an
application form asking for my local address, which I did not know, and my business in
McLeod Ganj, which Dawa had previously instructed me to lie about. I answered both to
the best of my ability and truthfully, since lying on my Dalai Lama Teaching application
seemed to me the quickest way to build bad karma, submitted them along with the
paperwork and photos and was given my handwritten but official security pass. I felt
important holding my new official document. It was something to be cherished and
preserved. The 14th Dalai Lama is 61 years old and only holds teachings at his temple
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a small fraction of the 60 days of the year he is at his home in McLeod Ganj. These
facts, paired with the cost for me to travel to India, made the odds of me ever having the
opportunity to witness His Holiness teaching in his temple again in my life slim to none.
Not only did the odds heighten the importance of this opportunity, but a quote from a
Tibetan movie I had seen only a week earlier expressed just how profound the Dalai
Lamaʼs presence is; “Why did I walk for thirty days from Tibet to India? In Tibet, I can no
longer have a photo of His Holiness. I can no longer pray for His Holiness. I can no
longer follow His Holiness.” The Dalai Lamaʼs leadership, kind words and profound
compassion touched people to unparalleled levels and I had just been given permission
to sit in his temple and listen to the brilliant things he had to say. Floating back to my
host family, I ate dinner and slept on a cloud anticipating what the next day would bring.
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This is a photo of my Dalai Lama Teaching ID Card. It is one of a kind and has deep
sentimental value to me, which provoked me to take the photo. It was taken to show the
importance of the document I had just received and is not meant to achieve any purpose
other than preserving the memory of an important object that will one day decompose
and lose its luster. This was taken on the day I received my ID card and while that may
not hold any meaning for an outside viewer, it excites me and my spirituality.
!
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When they are not having polite discussion with the fellow townspeople, most Tibetan men
and women are meditating with their prayer beads. This is a photo of a Tibetan woman,
wearing traditional wrap dress and brightly colored apron to show she’s married, using her
prayer beads. This photo is zoomed in on an act that goes fairly unnoticed in day to day life
in McLeod Ganj. You can see her hands, worn and wrinkled with age, holding an
individual bead between her thumb and finger. Her hands and distinctive apron
immediately catch the eye against the dark blue background.
!
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I woke up ecstatic. I jumped out of my bed, dressed in my best, grabbed the
bag I had painstakingly packed the night earlier and headed to the Dalai Lama Temple.
Walking down the mountainous short cut, trying to arrive with enough time to claim a
seat, I soon found myself being funneled into a series of tightly packed, long lines.
Eventually I learned that I was waiting 30 minutes to have a female Indian Security
Guard pat me down, check my bag and allow me to enter the templeʼs main floor.
Thankfully, I had heard that cameras were not allowed at the teachings and left mine at
home, unlike the several tourists who were asked to take their cameras back home and
return for a second security check.
I had dreamed about the teaching the night before, thinking I would find a seat in
the front row and watch the Dalai Lama speak English, all while making eye contact with
me throughout the two hour long session. However, reality set in and when I tried to
find a spot on the main floor, where the Dalai Lama himself would be sitting, a security
guard quickly guided me to the lower level saying, “Tourist level downstairs. Tibetans on
the main floor only.” While this rule interfered with the previous nightʼs dream it also
made me justifiably happy. The Tibetans should be allowed to sit closest to His
Holiness. A majority, if not all, of them spent months fleeing Chinese occupied Tibet just
so they could openly follow the Dalai Lamaʼs teachings. Most tourists had the means to
travel abroad and appreciated the Dalai Lama, but had not given their livelihood in order
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to own a photo of him. I was happy to give up a close, front-row dream spot to someone
who truly had been dreaming of that opportunity.
I made my way down to the tourist section, which was nearly full, found a spot
and directed myself towards the televisions currently showing the Dalai Lamaʼs empty
chair. I opened my bag filled with the Dalai Lama Teaching essentials: FM radio,
headphones, pens, and a notebook. The Dalai Lama can speak many languages and
when he visits the English speaking countries he speaks English, just like in my dream,
but we were in his exiled home country, so he was going to speak Tibetan for the two
hour session. To make the sessions more accessible to people of multiple nationalities,
translators are hired, and translate on several different radio channels during the
lecture. I tuned into the English channel and awaited a possible spiritual awakening.
Finally, from my crouched position on the floor, I saw His Holiness the Dalai
Lama enter the screen, and take his place in the beautifully decorated chair. Everyone
clapped and a quick hush fell over the entire audience as they prepared for what he was
going to say. He smiled and opened with a joke. I was impressed, nearly smitten. I
would have never expected a serious lecture in a sacred place to start with a joke but it
created a more accepting and comfortable atmosphere. His Holiness had my full
attention even though I had no real prior knowledge about the topic: Tibetan Buddhism.
I knew it existed and was based on nonviolence, meditation and compassion, but I did
not know the history or current practices involved in the religion. Much of the lecture
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went over my head but that did not stop me from writing down every word that was
translated through my radio. Not many people have the opportunity to listen to the Dalai
Lama speak in his temple and regardless of my comprehension, I knew it was important
to document the experience.
Not all of the lecture was beyond my understanding and I did manage to pull
away several important lessons. The Dalai Lama began speaking about other religions.
He said, “While other religions may not preach what you know to be truth, they are set
up to do good, relieve suffering, make people happy and promote peace. They are
good.” He was not trying to persuade his followers to look down on other religions, nor
did he even say, “While other religions may not preach what is truth.” He chose to say,
“...what you know to be truth.” There is no actual way of knowing what happens, which
he very eloquently admitted. All religions try their best to do good, relieve suffering and
promote peace. It was and continues to be the most refreshing statement I have ever
heard. What made it so refreshing was the fact that the Dalai Lama is very set in his
beliefs. He is sure that reincarnation comes before and after life. He is sure that Karma
rules the world. He is sure that he is the 14th reincarnation of the Dalai Lama. He lives a
devout Buddhist lifestyle but admits that his religion is like others in that they are just
trying to do their best. I sat there and turned the translation volume down low. I wanted
to think about America and how different it would be if people heard those words or
similar words come from a prominent figure they admire. Would people be more willing
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to accept compromise? Would we be kinder to each other? During my whole stay in
McLeod Ganj I had not once had a Tibetan act rudely or nasty towards me or anyone I
knew. Is this what the world would be like if everyoneʼs ultimate goal was compassion?
Would everyone admit that the most they can ever do is their best and openly recognize
their shortcomings?
In the midst of these thoughts I looked up to find the Dalai Lama had left his
chair. A monk walked towards my seat and asked everyone in the area to move back
and placed a velvet rope where we had been sitting. Just then a gold KIA pulled up right
in front of me and parked. I looked at the car and quickly saw everyone on the tourist
level standing. The Dalai Lama was walking down the steps from the main level to the
tourist level. He smiled, waved, shook hands and even fist bumped several of the
attendees. He walked towards the car, paused by the door, waved at the crowd and in
the process we made eye contact. I felt honored. He had not been a significant figure in
my life before this trip and it seemed silly that I would be so flustered by eye contact, but
in that moment it made sense. He entered the car, drove away and the tourists were
asked to slowly exit the Temple.
I exited a more inquisitive person than when I entered. I left a more spiritual
person because of the idea that I did not have to subscribe to a faith in the hopes of
being 100% correct. All I would be doing is trying my best to be good, relieve suffering
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and promote peace. Finally, I had discovered a concept of religion and spirituality that I
could grasp and really believe in.
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The crimson and orange robes Tibetan Monks wear are very distinct. When an American
sees a man or woman wearing these robes, they immediately suspect the robed person is
either a monk or a nun. The visual impact of this image is created through the diagonal line
created by the mass of distinctly dressed monks traveling together.The monks in this image
were on their way to the Dalai Lama’s teaching. To me, this image represents a monk’s
ultimate goal; enlightenment through knowledge. They are starting at the bottom of the
hill, with no knowledge, and by the time they’ve reached the top of the hill they will have
heard the Dalai Lama speak, gained knowledge and be closer to enlightenment.
!
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This photo was taken on the Dalai Lama Temple grounds. I liked the bright colors on the prayer flags
and prayer stones and how they pop off the page against the green foliage. I feel that the viewer can
get a sense of the calm I felt from walking beneath the bright prayer flags amongst the thick wooded
area surrounding the holy temple. The flags reference the quiet echo of the Dalai Lama’s voice I could
hear while on my walk.
!
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The Dalai Lama held three separate teachings while he was in town; two on the
first day and one on the second. At the conclusion of the second session I decided that
since I needed but lacked prior knowledge about Tibetan Buddhism in order to
understand what His Holiness was teaching, I was going to skip the third session in
hopes of taking a photo of the Dalai Lama as he exited the temple. When word spread
through town about the teachings, I asked my students what to expect. They told me
that all the townspeople know when a teaching is going to take place because the Dalai
Lamaʼs car is the only one allowed to drive the wrong way down Temple Road, the main
street in town. I found this news shocking because I had seen cars driving the wrong
way down Temple Road several times and the Dalai Lama had been in America for
almost the entirety of my trip. My students continued, telling me that the only way to get
a photo of the Dalai Lama is to wait outside the teachings on Temple Road and wait for
His Holiness to drive the wrong way. Since the security did not allow cameras in the
temple, I decided to take the opportunity and spent the third session walking the
grounds of the temple and positioning myself for a perfect photo.
It was a beautiful day. The temple grounds were hushed and if I tried my
hardest, I could hear the Dalai Lamaʼs speech echoing from the temple, bouncing off
the Himilayan hills surrounding the city. While walking the quiet grounds, looking out at
the valley below me and the peaks filling the sky, I found myself realizing how lucky I
was to have the opportunity to be dropped in a land filled with natural beauty and a
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palpable sense of peace and calm. I had an opportunity to travel to the other side of the
world, stay for a month, visit several holy places, listen to a global icon speak about his
topic of expertise, and experience living in an impoverished country. I planned it, and
while it was not at all what I had expected, it became more than I could have ever
hoped. Exposed to sights I had never seen, people I would have never met and feelings
I had never felt, I was sure that it changed me for the better. I felt that I was finally
accustomed to living in India. I had the country figured out, or more realistically, the city
of McLeod Ganj. I knew the limits of my knowledge but felt that fear of the unknown melt
away. I did not expect my trip to be so rewarding and experiences I had been afraid of
prior to my trip seemed inconsequential once I confronted them out of necessity. Maybe
the quiet echo of the Dalai Lamaʼs comforting voice gave me this feeling, or maybe just
the beauty of the land, but I left the temple grounds confident and happy.
I finished my tranquil walk and positioned myself on Temple Road to capture a
photo of the man that inspired thousands to escape their home country for India.
Enjoying every sight and capturing mental and actual photographs of the events
surrounding me, I noticed the woman sitting right beside me. She was crouched over,
her knees bent at angles that made my own ache in sympathy, and her arms thinner
than two of my fingers side-by-side. She was starving. I tried not to stare. I knew it was
not polite and if anything, I should go run to get her food. Just as I was scanning the
surroundings for food vendors, I saw a local man give her a bag of food. He smiled,
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handed her the bag filled with peppers and a pink pickling liquid and made quick
conversation before leaving. Her hands contrasted with the sweetness in the smile on
her face, as they violently and hastily opened the bag and hurried the peppers into her
empty stomach.
I would never understand that level of basic survival. I could “vacation” to
developing countries all my life and I do not think that I could envision myself in that
position. I have advantages and perks that came to me by simply being born. I was born
into a middle-class household in America. I went to a well-respected public school
system and was given the opportunity to receive a college education at a top 100
university. Not once in my life did I have to sacrifice something that was a necessity.
There were plenty of times I was unable to have a toy or expensive shirt, which seemed
to be necessity in my small, unintentionally sheltered world, but not once did I go
without food, shelter or medical attention. Not once did I take my shaking hands and
tear open a bag of food to stop my stomach from eating itself. Just from witnessing that
display of survival instincts, I knew that my understanding of a life in poverty was
nonexistent, and that I was naive for assuming I had even the most basic
understanding.
The Dalai Lama did not take his infamous drive in the wrong direction on Temple
Road after the teaching ended, but a more prized photo came of it. Something that will
make me remember that I should be ashamed for thinking for even a second that I have
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a difficult life, that my needs are not being met or that I am selfless; there are always
things that could be worse.
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This photo was taken to show the woman’s rope belt, extremely loose pants and tiny legs.
I wanted to reveal how starved this body was while maintaining her anonymity. I wanted
to create anonymity by abstracting the form slightly but keeping recognizable imagery
like her pants, and womanly shape. I wanted to keep the colors true to what I saw, and
most importantly, I wanted this photo to be a concrete image to represent basic needs not
being met.
!
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Butter Tea
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Butter Tea is a delicacy in Tibet. I’ve been told it is meant to keep the body warm in their
very cold winters as well as to help bodies adjust and survive in the high Tibetan altitude
due to its high salt content. I chose to put the tea cup front and center, with the
background support of the salt and Tibetan magazines. It is a fairly mundane scene but
the context created by the magazine and the odd coloring of the tea make the viewer
slightly more curious. In addition, the tub creates confusion when the viewer realizes it is
not granulated sugar, which is what they would expect to see, but in fact sea salt.
!
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Dawa, my coordinator, stopped by the house on my second to last morning in
India. “Dalai Lama Temple need teachers. Go to there, not babies or monastery, and…”
he searched through his limited English vocabulary and finally found the words, “...tell
them you teach.” I had forgotten that the Dalai Lama Temple was not just a place of
worship but also an active monastery housing several hundred monks. I asked if Dawa
had already told both the daycare and monastery where I currently volunteer that I
would be ending my volunteer services a day early. “No. They not need you. You work
at Dalai Lama Temple today. Hurry.”
I hurried out of the house, took the shortcut to the temple, found the office and
was told that the class I was asked to teach started at 2pm. I had the morning ahead of
me and felt the only fair thing to do would be to go to the daycare, give thanks to the
woman I worked with and say goodbye to the babies.
As I knocked on the daycareʼs door, Choden answered, “Oh, Nora! I think you
not come!” I felt guilty and explained my situation as she let me in and ushered me to
the back room to get an apron. I looked around and saw four fresh volunteers. I noticed
that all of the babies who would normally play with me were happily in the middle of
games with the new volunteers. This made me happy. I was nervous that Palmo, the
one baby that would follow me wherever I went, would feel abandoned if I left without
saying goodbye. But she was playing toy cars with a 20-something boy and having a
great time. It made me happy to know that my services were needed at the time I
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volunteered and now that I would be leaving, a whole new set of volunteers would take
over and give the children and staff that extra help they needed. I stayed and played
with the kids for an hour, told Choden I appreciated the opportunity to help and was so
happy to have met her.
Finally, it was time to begin teaching at the Dalai Lama Temple. A monk, in his
late 30s, led me to his bedroom where two other students were waiting. They had kindly
placed a pillow on the floor where they wanted me to sit. I glanced around the tiny,
sardine-can-like, space as I greeted the other students. In a normal speaking voice and
speed I said, “Hey! How are you guys doing?” Noticing quickly that their responses
were only puzzled looks, I realized that these students were not yet at the
conversational level. They were beginners and the sentence I had just uttered was full
of informal phrases and borderline slang. For my second attempt at a greeting I said a
simple, “Hello!”. They replied with the formal, “Hello!” and the lesson began there. The
language barrier I had imagined prior to this trip finally emerged with only one day left in
India. However, because of my experience in the city, listening to broken English and
using hand gestures to explain words, I was more prepared to teach these three
students than I ever could have been a month earlier. We spoke using simple one and
two word sentences. I pointed to things and said their name, the students would repeat
what I said, write it down, check for spelling and point to the next foreign object. We
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laughed a lot at our language barrier but, unlike my first day of conversation classes, I
knew it was only a language barrier, not a communication barrier.
We enjoyed a two hour long conversation. We laughed, asked questions and
learned from each other, all achieved within our limited vocabulary. I had not made this
differentiation between language and communication until this day. Even when I was
driving home from Amritsar with the taxi driver who spoke no English, he communicated
that he was scared, nervous but trying his best, without any language. It reminded me of
my connection with the children at the daycare. I played with them, said the same
phrases in the same tone I would say to any American baby, and while they didnʼt
understand the words, they knew I was trying to play with them, comfort them, or assist
them in some way. So much can be communicated without language, and while I had
been communicating my entire trip, I only realized it after having time to reflect by
myself the previous day at the Dalai Lama Temple and see it first hand in the English
class.
Once class was dismissed, the monks went to grab dinner, and I headed toward
the exit when the oldest monk stopped me. He asked, “Would you like tea?” He was so
sweet so I agreed. He brought me to the Dalai Lama Templeʼs Office, poured me a
glass of Tibetan Butter Tea, and left me to drink the tea alone. It was a sweet gesture,
and while the American social rule of joining your guest was not in effect, I knew that he
was just trying to be generous by giving me a cup of tea. I appreciated it and considered
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it as a great send off. Not only had I just had the honor of teaching in the Dalai Lama
Temple, but I was invited to drink tea in the office where the Dalai Lama conducts
business. At the start of the trip I never could have imagined I would be sitting in that
place, in that capacity. It was a nice thought to meditate on while I finished my
deliciously fattening Butter Tea. I left the office, thanked my new monk friend and
headed home to prepare myself for a familiar but strangely new journey back to
America.
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This mural is located on a coffee shop wall directly across from the Dalai Lama Temple. It’s
simple and straight to the point which reminds me of Buddhist philosophy. While Tibetans
are in exile it does not mean that they cannot maintain their unity as a nation. When taking
this photo, I wanted to frame part of the mural with some of the street scene, but did not
want to distract from the main message.
!
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Last Night
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I was surprised to learn that there were stray dogs roaming most Indian streets. As an
American, I see dogs in a purely domestic setting, when in fact there are often stray
dogs and wild dogs in other countries. In this photo I tried to capture just how
comfortable this dog is living on the street and just how different that setting is to my
American concept of how dogs should be living. The way the dog is sleeping right in
line with the slant of the bottom of the wall, and in a very comfortable position, conveys
a sense of normalcy in spite of the strange sight of a stray dog.
!
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Before I could begin packing, I had to make arrangements for a taxi to drive me
to the airport the following day. I made a quick stop at a travel agent, and waited for an
hour before I was helped, but did leave at dusk with a reservation for the morning. I felt
secure and, with a checklist of tasks to prepare for my trip home, ready for anything. I
walked up the uneven concrete stairs that brought me from the street to my Indian
home. As I climbed the last set of steps only a few hundred feet from our front door, I
reminisced about how difficult they were for me to climb four weeks ago. I followed the
path and with only a few more steps to go I hit a roadblock.
The path I had walked so many times in the daylight and at night had become
frightening for the first time. A dog that I had seen around the city before was standing
between me and the front door. Stray dogs are a common occurrence in McLeod Ganj,
but this dog was particularly frightening. Moving slowly, it had a strange daze in its eyes,
and in the short moment I paused to assess the situation, I noticed it was foaming at the
mouth. Backtracking, I kept my eyes on what I assumed to be a rabid dog and tried to
remember how many steps it took to reach the corner. As I walked backwards, I
watched the dog jump to the top of a tin roof that was only a few feet from the ground
and walk in the opposite direction. It was a sight to be seen and in his distraction I
snapped a photo, naively believing the frightening situation to be over. The tourist in me
had not completely died in the previous four weeks and with a camera slung around my
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neck, it just seemed like the thing to do. As dusk settled into dark the flash allowed me
to see exactly where the dog was positioned.
The dog didnʼt react to the flash; as he continued staring off into the distance, I
thought this was my chance to enter the house. If I did not run but walked with purpose,
maybe I could get to the front door without the dog following me or worse, attacking me.
I took a few slow steps towards the door to test out this strategy, which was not a smart
idea, as the dog responded to the fear and apprehension in my movement. Turning, he
began meandering towards me, still walking across a tin roof of a sunken house. I
decided that the only choice I had was to backpedal for a distance and then walk quickly
down the rest of the stairs. If the dog followed me while I was backpedaling, I would yell
for help, but if it wasnʼt necessary and the dog stayed still, I would just retreat to the
main road, regroup, and wait for a second attempt. So I tried this new strategy, and it
worked. The dog stayed on the roof, in his own world, and I escaped to the street. I
waited on the street half thinking of my next move and half hoping someone would save
me. I needed to get home but didnʼt have any experience with a rabid dog to help me
make it there. I thought about the dog that followed us to Dharamkot and contemplated
finding an umbrella to use like the monk did that day, but waving an umbrella at a rabid
dog clearly was not going to solve this problem, so I nervously contemplated other ways
to find my way back to the house.
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Thirty minutes passed and I knew that I had waited long enough. Sitting on the
side of the road was not going to magically transport me to my bed. So, with the monkʼs
patience and calm confidence in mind, I walked up the steps to my home. If he was able
to compose himself and handle a frightening situation for strangers, I should be able to
do the same for myself. It was a selfish idea but it was the only reasoning that allowed
me to mimic the monkʼs strength. I turned the same dark corner where I first
encountered the dog and found myself alone this time. I quickly, but calmly, walked
through the front gate and glanced through the iron fence to my right and saw the dog
sitting quietly, staring off into his own world, still foaming at the mouth. I made it home. I
was safe. I stayed calm and did what needed to be done. Now, I just had to pack my
things, and sleep through the night and Iʼd soon be on my way back to my home.
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This photo was taken in a moment of panic. The obvious presence of a camera flash
reinforces the feeling of panic while the unfamiliar sight of a dog standing on a tin roof
makes the viewer uneasy. The photo is clearly set at nighttime, which adds to the
uneasiness and confusion of the photo. Dogs are a familiar sight to a western audience so
either they feel the dog is in danger or is protecting the panicked photographer, when in
actuality neither of those assumptions are correct. Compositionally I think this photo is
successful because the flash reflecting off the tin roof leads the eye to the brightly
colored dog, which contrasts nicely with the dark nighttime background.
!

165

Leaving
McLeod Ganj
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This photo was taken on a road that overlooks the entire city of McLeod Ganj. I
framed the city with two pine trees that had prayer flags draped between them. I’
took the photo from an angle that would allow the houses to fill the top half of the
frame with color and balance nicely with the colorful prayer flags. By splitting the
frame in this manner, both pieces of the image are given equal importance, which
represents my impression of the city. Combining the image of the city with a
physical representation of Buddhism concisely summarizes the setting of my month
long trip.
!
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Leaving McLeod Ganj was more surreal than my arrival only four weeks earlier.
Dolm insisted on carrying my bags down the never ending flight of stairs to the street.
She would struggle, I would offer to help and she would insist that there were no
problems. It was nice to leave her with an impression of her physical and mental
strength. Throughout my time in India, she was always telling me stories about walking
through Nepal for 30 days to escape from China or how she experienced being a
female in this society. She was so strong and I admired her for that. I continued down
the last set of stairs until Dolm shrieked and feverishly turned around. Confused, I
looked down the stairs in front of us and saw a large monkey standing in our way. “I am
so very scared of monkeys!” she said as she hid behind me. The monkey was just
sitting calmly and casually eating the old food littering the pathway. I thought of the night
before and with a calm confidence I walked down the stairs slowly. I had only moved
four steps when an elderly nun threw a rock at the monkey and chased it away for us.
She threw another rock, for good measure, smiled at us and blocked the path to protect
us from the monkey. Dolm grabbed my bag and ran to the street, while I carefully
followed. Dolm was still a strong woman in my mind and it was nice to know that even
the strongest women have their fears.
On the street, she handed me my baggage and draped a white silk scarf around
my neck. “It means good karma and protection. I hope it will keep you safe on your
flight. Thank you for helping.” I thanked her for her unending hospitality, kindness, and

168

ability to make me feel like I was home while in India. My taxi arrived, we hugged, and I
was officially one step closer to being home.
We had to follow the one way streets, which led us on a quick tour through the
city. We passed every street, shop and person I had encountered in the month. It
reminded me of how life flashes before oneʼs eyes when in danger, experiencing
change or excitement. This drive was the last I would have in this city. I smiled, proud of
all that I actually had accomplished, and in mere minutes, we were on an unfamiliar
country road.
The drive was enjoyable. I wasnʼt nervous about the driverʼs abilities and had
grown accustomed to the Indian driving style. I sat back and relaxed in the back of the
taxi cab, lacking a seatbelt or a care in the world. I looked at the beautiful scenery that
surrounded me and thought of all the beautiful sights I had seen. Forty minutes of
driving felt like five and I was unloading my baggage at the Dharamsala Airport.
I had arrived early and made myself comfortable in one of the thirty chairs in the
entire airport. I kept myself entertained with a book, rarely looking up at my new
environment. During the few glances away from my book I was surprised to see a
growing number of security guards, all carrying AK47s. This surprised me. While I had
become used to the sight of these guns, I could not understand the need for so many at
this small airport. I continued reading but was interrupted by a loud commotion. I looked
up and saw a group of six security guards surrounding the Dalai Lama as he walked
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through the metal detector. He smiled and waved. I said, “Hello,” just to see if I would
get a response. The Dalai Lama looked at me, nodded and said, “Hi.” He greeted me.
He acknowledged my presence. I had just interacted with the famous spiritual figure.
His Holiness the Dalai Lama said, “Hi,” to me. My trip had come full circle. On my ride to
McLeod Ganj we passed His holiness driving to the airport. At his teaching, I sat away
from him and was only able to see him walk to his car. Now, at the airport once again, I
interacted with him. During this whole trip, all my knowledge, experiences, relationships
and confidence had grown. Even if it was only a slight change, like this instance, I had
grown, and was able to see it.
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This photo is meant to give the viewer a sense of spirituality. I had just completed
talking about the Dalai Lama and how seeing him was special. The man being centered
in the photo gives him a sense of importance, the hunch in his back shows his old age,
along with his gray hair and wrinkled skin on his arm. The robes indicate he’s a monk,
and at first glance, he appears to look like the Dalai Lama. I took this photo when I
confused this man for the Dalai Lama. When I glance through my photos and see this
one, I always forget for a moment that he is not the Dalai Lame. I think his posture and
the composition trick the viewer into believing he may in fact be the Dalai Lama.
!
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Flight Home
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This photo was taken at the airport. The recognizable McDonald’s symbol pops on the
page but on further inspection, the viewer can see the placemat that is advertising the
three different McSpicy burgers, which are vegetarian alternative McDonalds sells in
India. To an American with similar experiences to my own, this photo appears to be
simply taken at fast food chain down the street, but if you inspect the image further, it
hints that it may be somewhere else, and it was in fact taken in Delhi.

!
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My layover in Delhi, unlike the time I spent there four weeks earlier, was
uneventful. I saw the airport for what it was, a standard airport, and read a magazine
while I calmly waited for my flight. Six hours breezed by and I boarded my flight to
Amsterdam. My experience flying from Detroit to India made the return flight feel as
though it was purely transportation and not an adventure. I sat back and slept for the
eight hour flight to Amsterdam and was refreshed for the second leg of the trip from
Amsterdam to Detroit.
I boarded the plane, found my seat and while I waited for my luxurious personal
television to turn on, I thought about how quickly my surroundings had changed. I went
from a small Indian town where several buildings have curtains in place of doors, to an
airport in the same country with a food court that looked like most American malls and
after an eight hour flight found myself in control of a personal television with a staff of
people waiting on me. I was sitting under my personal blanket, provided for me by the
airline, when the empty seat next to me was filled by an elderly Sikh man. He struggled
with the seat belt for a second, we smiled at each other and began a conversation. I
learned that he lived outside Chicago but was visiting family in India. Our conversation
was lighthearted and what one expects when they think of talking to a stranger. After ten
minutes of small talk without any buffer or introduction to the question, he asked me,
“Do you believe in God?”. We went from small talk to one of the deepest questions
someone could ask. I said, “Yes,” because underneath my lack of religious affiliation I
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do believe that my existence is governed by something higher than myself; it could be
something called “God”, fate, or what Iʼve named it, “The Universe.”
He said he wanted to teach me about India, his religion and specifically
arranged marriages. He told me that he only met his wife once before they were
married. They sat in a room together with their parents for fifteen minutes and the next
time they saw each other, they were husband and wife. “This is the best way to be
married, because a marriage decided by your parents will be a marriage that is in your
best interest. Parents want the best for their children and are not blinded by sex. They
can, and do, choose the best person for you. And, after all, how can one have a
successful marriage without the support of two families?” He told me he falls more in
love with his wife everyday, which was quickly followed with his definition of love. “Love
is not sex. It is not lust and it is not desire. Love is wanting to be the best you can be for
the other person. Itʼs wanting to make their life easier, better and happier. It is not how
great and expensive the gifts you can give on birthdays, but gifts you give everyday.
And when both husband and wife are trying to make the otherʼs life better, you will both
be happy.” I had heard so much of what he said in movies and love songs, but hearing it
from an 80 year old man was just different enough to change its meaning. He truly
meant all that he said; he thought he was explaining love in a way I had never heard
before and was basing it off his experience. I was happy to know that his arranged
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marriage was happy and that he enjoyed his life, but still kept my belief that a “love
marriage”, as he called them, is right for me.
We had extremely different view points on a lot of topics but I appreciated his
ability to make me think about things I had neglected for the whole month abroad. When
I saw the Dalai Lama, sat at the Silver Temple and nearly died driving home from
Amritsar I had been subconsciously forming my spiritual beliefs, but our conversation
made me confront these topics, death, love, God and compassion, head on. We
finished our conversation with three hours left on the flight, which gave me time to
contemplate all that had just been brought to my attention; especially defining my
newfound spirituality. This led me to think about my Grandma and how I was constantly
reminded of her throughout my trip. She had passed away only two months ago and it
was very difficult for me to deal with, so I chose to try my hardest not to think about her
death the whole month abroad. We were very close and it happened so suddenly, I
couldnʼt prepare myself for life without her. Sitting on a plane flying over the Atlantic
Ocean, I formed my first true belief on love, “God” and death: our loved ones watch over
and protect us once they die. Like the elderly manʼs definition of love, this belief is not
unique to me, but for the first time it made sense because I felt it everyday I was in
India. Maybe the daily conversations about reincarnation with my monk students helped
me form this belief, or perhaps it was a product of instinct when I was put in frightening
situations, but I felt that I had finally formed a belief and without this trip, I donʼt know
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when that would have happened. The acceptance of true meaning in these nearly
cliched sayings and beliefs felt like small examples of the entire tone of the trip.
Throughout my four weeks I learned a great deal about India but even more about
America and myself, things I am much more familiar with and deal with everyday of my
life. The plane landed and my month long adventure came to a close. The place I had
dreaded leaving four weeks earlier was now the home of my bittersweet arrival. I looked
forward to so many things but already was missing my Indian experience.
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I found this photo of my grandparents when my Grandpa Steve passed away in 2008.
My eye was initially drawn to their bright white shirts but this imaged stayed with me
because of its loving feel. My Grandma Olga’s arm was captured in motion which
makes me believe this was a candid photo.
The expressions on their faces, body language, and loving smiles perfectly personify
what I view as love. They were happily married for over 50 years and are the reason it
was difficult for me to accept the Sikh’s disapproval of “love marriages”.
!
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America Again

179

This is an example of what I began to associate with the word “home” while in India. I
expected to see a door, walls and a sometimes a window but not much more. This photo
captures those key elements, along with some rough looking textures outdoors to add to
the simple and unstable feel from this photo.
!

!
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I marched out of the terminal and hugged my parents with great delight. They
were happy to see me and I was elated to see them and thank them for all their support
over the past month. I appreciated their smiles, adored their hugs and felt so happy to
be in their presence. They asked me questions as they lifted my bags into their trunk
and we pulled away from the curb and began our drive home. I was astounded by the
size of the roads and the number of lanes; I felt safe but found myself thinking that the
lanes could be narrowed just slightly and people would be just as safe. Everything
seemed brand new and perfectly maintained. We stopped at a restaurant for lunch and I
was shocked that the water I ordered came from a tap and that I was able to eat a side
of fresh fruit without feeling sick afterwards. So much of what I saw in the restaurant
seemed unnecessary but the niceties, such as sanitary drinking water and the
restaurant having a working sealed door, were appreciated in a way they had not
before.
It took several weeks to be re-acclimated to my home, and to this day I find
myself appreciating strange, everyday things and despising other seemingly mundane
objects or practices unique to America. I was only home for six days and had a wedding
to attend. It was a beautiful, but modest, affair by American standards, and I overheard
someone say, “I heard the average cost of a wedding these days is $10,000.” That left
me confused. I enjoyed the ceremony and reception so much, even entertained the
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quick thought that if I ever married, I would plan my wedding in a similar fashion. But it
cost nearly $10,000, which is more money than most people in McLeod Ganj will ever
see in a their lifetime, let alone spend it on a single day. My host familyʼs house keeper,
Bottle, was a 13 year old boy from Varanasi and he was paid 200 Rupees a month to
live in their home as a babysitter. Two hundred rupees is roughly four American Dollars,
which means it would take Bottle 204 years to earn enough money for a “modest”
American wedding.
These are the types of ethical battles I toil with on a daily basis since my trip. I
know that I do not need this computer Iʼm typing on a this moment, but without it I could
not compete in the workplace, finish my undergraduate degree or succeed in this
American society. I would be putting myself at risk if I did not use preventative
medicines or eat well-rounded meals. It would be foolish for me to purchase cheap,
unprofessional clothing, because in our society, it is frowned upon to wear worn jeans
and a T-shirt to work, although they do the same job as a suit, and finding a job to
support myself would be nearly impossible in my field. But all of these unnecessary
attributes of my American daily life serve a purpose and without them, I would quickly
fall behind and lose my independence. So now, I strive to find a happy medium between
my Indian and American ideals of necessity. When I do partake in something
extravagant, which I define as something hard to come by during my time in India, I
remind myself that it is a luxury and that I can feel nothing other than appreciation, joy
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and responsibility for using my luxury without negatively effecting others. I hope to
continue living my life in a way that makes America seem like the idealistic, freedom
filled country with an abundance of truly happily satisfied people that my monk students
think it to be. And I will try to live my life compassionately, thinking of others and
attempting to better the world each day.

183

!

I took this photo of my Grandma Olga a month before she passed away. She was looking at my
younger brother’s school photos and getting emotional because he, her youngest grandchild,
was graduating from high school. To me, this photo captures who she was and what she meant
to me. She’s sitting in a big comfy LA-Z-BOY chair, where she’d typically read the daily
newspaper. She’s getting emotional over one of her grandchildren, which she often did since
she absolutely adored all ten of us. She kept a tidy home, which one can guess by looking at her
neatly folded quilt and spotless upolstery. Her eye’s looking out the nearby window remind me
of how thoughtful and naturally interested she was about nearly any subject. I think that she
would have been deeply interested in the conversation I had with the Sikh on the flight home,
asking me detailed questions, voicing her opinion intelligently and ultimately saying, “Well,
isn’t that neat!”
!
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Epilogue
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On the first anniversary of my Grandmotherʼs death I found myself reflecting on
her life, all that she meant to me and the good she had done during her time on earth.
The whole day was full of remembrances of her as well as images of the people I had
met in India. I would think about how unfair it was that in a country with an advanced
medical system a common infection was the cause of her death. Quickly, my mind
would wander to the men and women lining the streets with missing limbs, open
wounds, and cuts that wouldnʼt heal: they were so young compared to my 83 year old
Grandmother and it was clear that in their society there was little chance they would live
to see half that age. I realized it was acceptable for me to miss her but I had no reason
to think that she was taken too soon. Her life was long, full of happiness, and
accomplishments: She was lucky to live the life she did.
Similar conversations recurred several times in my head over the past year. I
would complain about trivial things and slowly put my problem in perspective; my cold
apartment, not having “the right” outfit for a specific occasion, or being bored. None of
my daily “problems” were troubling enough to deserve my attention. And when
something did warrant my sincere worry or frustration I would think back to the
conversations I had with my students. The way they spoke about their devotion to the
Dalai Lama and the lengths they went to continue openly praising him, I knew any
problem I faced was merely an obstacle I had to overcome: nothing was impossible.
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My Grandmotherʼs death is not even comparable to routine hindrance but it was
a life changing moment I would have to adapt to: like the Tibetans who were forced to
walk for 30 days to escape China in order to openly follow the Dalai Lama. There is not
a day that I donʼt think of my Grandma and I have the power to remember her however I
want. Like focusing on how she was always eager to learn about anything her family
members found interesting. Any visit with her would usually begin with, “I found this
article in the newspaper that I thought youʼd really enjoy,” and she was usually right.
One memory that I find myself constantly thinking back to and smiling involves her
visiting my mom at school. My mom is a High School Biology teacher and invited my
Grandma to sit in her classroom while students presented projects on bacteria. While
the students presented my mom furiously jotted notes on her grading rubric but for a
quick moment, about half way through the presentations, she glanced back at my
grandmother who was thoughtfully taking notes of her own, paying close attention to
these 14 year-oldsʼ presentations, and relating their information to her own life. It
reminded me of my Tibetan students; taking notes, practicing pronunciation, and
relating American concepts to their own lives despite how unlikely it was they would
ever need to use a vile slang word. In a way she had been my personal Tibetan monk;
providing my life with thought provoking conversations, laughter, and a sense of calm
and security in everyday madness. If it werenʼt for my Grandma, India, the monks,
beautiful sights, and the constant unknown, I may have never come to this conclusion.
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